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Introduction 


Rita Felski and Susan Stanford Friedman 


HIS BOOK ADDRESSES THE EPISTEMOLOGY, aesthetics, politics, 
and disciplinary histories of comparison. To what extent do all 
modes of thought rely on implicit, if not explicit, forms of com- 
parison? Is comparative analysis compatible with the acknowledgment 
of singularity or even incommensurability? Can comparison decenter or 
unsettle our standards of measure rather than reinforce them? How do 
we rethink the structures of comparison and the history of its uses in 
order to do justice to past and current postcolonial and global contexts? 
How do the new spatial modes of analysis based on interrelations, con- 
junctures, networks, linkages, and modes of circulation draw on or enrich 
comparative thinking? What are the limitations of comparisons based 
on similarities and differences, and what other methods of comparative 
thinking might we envision? What are the contributions of different 
disciplines and interdisciplinary fields to the archive of comparative 
scholarship? These questions and more were explored in a special issue 
of New Literary History, to which this volume has added six new essays.! 
As cultures are forced into ever-greater proximity through the dissemi- 
nation of new media and escalating patterns of migration, as global flows 
of texts, ideas, and persons traverse traditional borders and boundaries, 
acts of comparing seem ubiquitous and inescapable. Yet the idea of 
comparison is frequently spurned as old-fashioned at best, retrograde at 
worst. Comparison, it is often said, is never neutral; it develops within a 
history of hierarchical relations.” Scholars of comparative literature, and 
of anthropology especially, are often eager to disavow their disciplines’ 
entanglement in comparative methodologies, citing the complicity of 
these disciplines with colonialism and Eurocentrism during their forma- 
tive years.” Comparison, in this light, is seen as a homogenizing process 
rooted in the encyclopedic ambitions and evolutionary models of nine- 
teenth-century thought—an approach that distorts the uniqueness of the 
objects being compared, reduces them to variants on a common standard, 
and relies on a downgrading of certain cultures in relation to others. 
The renunciation of comparison, however, seems neither possible nor 
desirable. Comparison is a mode of thinking, an analogical form of hu- 
man cognition, that seems fundamental to human understanding and 
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creativity and that depends upon principles of relation and differentia- 
tion. Not just a cornerstone of analytic thought, comparison pervades 
everyday life as one of the ways in which we organize and make sense 
of the world around us. Forms of comparison are built into the deep 
structures of language and constitute the basis for ubiquitous figures 
of speech such as metaphor, simile, and analogy. Intertextuality, with 
its insistence on the relational and interdependent nature of meaning, 
underscores comparison as an inevitable, rather than optional, form 
of thought. Moreover, the political stakes of relational thinking call for 
more extensive consideration. Comparisons can indeed be insidious, 
buttressing complacent attitudes in individuals or cultures while incul- 
cating feelings of inadequacy or shame in others. But acts of comparing 
are also crucial for registering inequalities and for struggles against the 
unjust distribution of resources. Comparison is central to the analysis 
of world systems, transcontinental connections, and interculturalism, 
not only in the current phase of globalization but throughout human 
history. Moreover, comparison does not automatically authorize the 
perspective of those doing the comparing, but can also serve as a jolt 
to consciousness, initiating a destabilizing, even humbling, awareness of 
the limitedness and contingency of one’s own perspective. 

Here a renewed focus on comparison could re-energize the field 
of comparative literature as well as provide a valuable methodological 
basis for graduate courses in the field.* For much of its recent history, 
comparative literature has defined its own distinctiveness in terms of its 
affiliation with “theory’—usually understood as a particular tradition 
of French and German philosophical argument. Theory, however, as 
Haun Saussy remarks, is no longer a badge of special intellectual iden- 
tity or even a mark of infamy, having become an accepted part of many 
curricula in the humanities.” In this context, comparative literature, 
by reclaiming and reflecting on the adjective in its title, could provide 
a rationale for its own distinctive contribution to current scholarship. 
Comparative thinking—or, if you prefer, relational thinking—lies at the 
very heart of a field that has always sought to make connections across 
traditions, boundaries, and identities. Meanwhile, more disciplines across 
the humanities are voicing interest in interdisciplinary, transnational, or 
other forms of comparative work, while sometimes struggling to reconcile 
such interest with their existing commitment to close reading, empirical 
studies, or other forms of site-specific analysis. Why not redefine com- 
parative literature as a field that is especially well equipped to explore 
the risks and pleasures, the dangers and necessities, the methodologies, 
complexities, and pitfalls of comparative thinking? 

Whether addressed explicitly or implicitly, whether in the form of a 
manifesto or a set of theoretical or philosophical reflections, the issue 
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of comparison is now being systematically rethought from a range of 
different perspectives in the humanities and qualitative social sciences. 
In Comparing the Incomparable, for example, Marcel Detienne challenges 
historians’ conventional resistance to comparison by arguing that com- 
parison ought not be limited to comparing the comparable, that it is 
most productive in comparing the incomparable. He defends the “ethical 
virtue” of comparison, advocates “constructive comparison,” and suggests 
that comparison can help a scholar learn “how to distance oneself from 
one’s basic instincts and to bring a critical eye to bear on one’s own tradi- 
tions so as to see, or at least glimpse, that in all likelihood they represent 
but one choice among others.” Drawing on philosophy, Ming Xie’s Con- 
ditions of Comparison: Reflections on Comparative Intercultural Inquiry focuses 
on the epistemology of comparison, arguing for a “critical comparativity” 
that fosters self-reflexivity about comparison and enables comparative 
interculturalism as a mode of inquiry that is attuned to misrecognition 
and incommensurability.’ As contributors to new models of world litera- 
ture, scholars like David Damrosch in What Is World Literature?, Wai Chee 
Dimock in Through Other Continents, Jahan Ramazani in A Transnational 
Poetics, and Franco Moretti in Graphs Maps Trees not only greatly extend 
spatio/temporal literary archives but also suggest new ways of thinking 
about comparison in the context of global circulation.® 

From the perspective of area studies, Pheng Cheah observes in Grounds 
of Comparison: Around the World of Benedict Anderson that “in the past, the 
grounds of comparison were undeniably Eurocentric. Not only was the 
material starting point of comparison always from Europe or the North 
Atlantic. Comparison also had a teleological aim . . . One can no longer 
nonchalantly or dogmatically start a comparative endeavor from Europe 
or the North Atlantic.” But the problem of comparison in area studies 
goes beyond the critique of Eurocentrism, he contends, for “the claim 
to begin from any area outside the North Atlantic has also become prob- 
lematic. In other words, if comparison always presupposed geographical 
or cultural areas that are a priori distinct and to be compared, how must 
the grounds of comparison be re-envisioned?” Aram A. Yengoyan’s Modes 
of Comparison: Theory and Practice reviews the changing emphases in an- 
thropology’s evolution as a discipline based on comparison, from a stress 
on the similarities among cultures (as in Lévi-Strauss’s structuralism) to 
an insistence on the differences among cultures (as in Geertz’s local- 
ism). Yengoyan himself considers comparison “a form of discovery [that] 
can destabilize what we consider natural, raising new and unforeseen 
implications,” and he goes on to suggest provocatively that “all forms of 
comparison are problems of translation and all problems of translation are 
ultimately problems of comparison.”™ In this context, Emily Apter’s The 
Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature contributes to the discourse 
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on comparatism with its assertion of “two opposing principles— Nothing 
is Translatable’ and ‘Everything is translatable.’”" 

Echoing Apter, the field of debate about comparison operates within 
a similar dynamic contradiction: nothing is comparable, everything is 
comparable. Whatever the discipline, how does the mediation that such 
a contradiction requires get put into practice? Many of the essays in this 
volume articulate new methods of comparison that attempt to avoid the 
problems of older modes based on the familiar delineation of similari- 
ties and differences. Shu-mei Shih theorizes what she calls “relational 
comparison,” a mode of analysis that draws on the relational poetics of 
Edouard Glissant and identifies global networks operating at the level 
of both integrated world history and the individual text.” For historians, 
Linda Gordon advocates what she calls a method of “light comparison,” 
whereby contexts outside the historian’s main area of archival knowledge 
suggest new questions and approaches that bring the primary archive 
into fresh focus. Mary N. Layoun develops the concept of “small” com- 
parisons that eschew grand, synthetic schema by juxtaposing texts to 
emphasize their differences and particularities. Susan Stanford Friedman 
uses paratactic juxtapositions differently, seeing in them a comparative 
method that fully contextualizes yet brings to light new generalities not 
otherwise visible. Borrowing from translation studies theory, Friedman 
also advocates sustained attention to the gap between the phenomena 
being compared: the dynamic space of in/commensurability in between. 
Rebecca L. Walkowitz also draws on translation theory’s close relation 
to comparison by proposing a concept of “comparison literature,” texts 
that are written for near-simultaneous translation and global distribution, 
thereby inviting a new method for comparative literary studies based on 
a different kind of attention to language and style. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak coins the term comparison in extremis to 
convey a mode of comparative analysis that focuses on situations of 
extreme violence to reveal underlying structures of power, one that 
fosters the “close reading” enabled by the deep knowledge of language, 
culture and history promoted by area studies. Walter Mignolo advocates 
a decolonial methodology of comparison at direct odds with traditional 
comparative methodologies in its refusal to accept the notion of value- 
free comparison and its insistence on the colonial matrix of power that 
shapes production of knowledge. Like Ming Xie in Conditions of Com- 
parison, R. Radhakrishnan asks for attention to misrecognition as a site 
of illumination produced in much intercultural comparison. 

These new methods of comparison add to a growing body of alternatives 
to the model of “compare and contrast,” especially in comparative literary 
studies. In Theory in an Uneven World, Radhakrishnan theorized a method 
of intercultural comparison based in “reciprocal defamiliarization.”" 
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Spivak’s persistent advocacy of language-based “close reading” as essential 
for comparison answers Franco Moretti’s sociological comparative method 
of “distant reading,” whereby comparison of such genres as the novel is 
accomplished through analysis of vast databases.’ Wai Chee Dimock’s 
method of reading comparatively across “deep time” in Through Other 
Continents emerges out of an archive of radical spatio/temporal juxtaposi- 
tions. In a PMLA forum on comparative literature, Haun Saussy contrasts 
“tree-shaped comparativism” based on an evolutionary model with an “and” 
method of comparison based on a juxtapositional model of “collision.” 
Taken together, these newer models of comparative methodology offer 
concrete ways to negotiate the epistemology and politics of comparison. 

Part I, The Stakes of Comparison, opens this volume with a cluster of 
essays that take as their main subject the larger theoretical and politi- 
cal stakes of comparison. “Why Compare?,” asks R. Radhakrishnan. He 
uses the example of his friendly sparring with an autorickshaw driver in 
Chennai to set the stage for a wide-ranging meditation on comparison. 
He zeroes in on questions of epistemology as well as politics, elaborating 
the philosophical complexities of a Self-Other problematic that troubles 
any notion of comparison as a neutral activity and that inevitably trans- 
forms the objects being compared. His subsequent turn to A Passage to 
India underscores the centrality of comparative thinking to the making 
of literature as well as theory. While aspects of Forster’s conception of 
India seem befuddled or benighted, the novel also allegorizes and reflects 
on the perils and the promise of cross-cultural recognition. Throughout 
the essay, Radhakrishnan retains a qualified skepticism in the face of 
pragmatic defenses of comparison, yet he concludes by acknowledging 
the crucial utopian dimension of comparative thought. 

Susan Stanford Friedman responds in part to Radhakrishnan’s essay, 
pointing out that the various reasons for not comparing are well re- 
hearsed, but the cognitive, cultural, and political imperatives to compare 
need more consideration. What are the consequences (political and 
otherwise) of refusing to compare? Her essay explores the dangers of 
insisting on the purely local, particular, and geohistorically contextualized; 
it also suggests that the production of theory depends on comparative 
acts of cognition. Turning to methods of comparison, Friedman urges 
greater attention to the dynamism of comparison in the tension between 
commensurability and incommensurability, suggesting that modes of com- 
parison/contrast based on identification of similarities and differences 
are too restricted. The essay concludes by arguing for a juxtapositional 
method of comparison that can avoid the political and epistemological 
problems of traditional modes of comparative thinking. 

In his essay, Zhang Longxi draws on philosophical and literary texts 
from both China and Europe to argue that comparison is not something 
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we can refuse to engage in. Rather, it is a condition of our thinking 
and acting, an inescapable aspect of human communication and self- 
formation. We are always “facing a crossroads,” experiencing the inevi- 
table uncertainties that accompany our experiences of comparing and 
choosing. The motif of “killing a Chinese mandarin”—once a popular 
motif among European intellectuals for gauging the limits of empathy 
toward far-distant foreigners—serves Zhang as a means of illustrating 
the changing ethics and politics of comparison. As the world becomes 
increasingly globalized, he argues, so, too, the distance between cultures 
is shrinking, decreasing the likelihood of moral indifference toward 
those outside one’s own social or racial group. In conclusion, Zhang of- 
fers a skeptical assessment of theories of untranslatability, arguing that 
such theories have the effect of shoring up ethnocentrism and cultural 
narcissism. Comparison, like translation, is a risky business, but also an 
ethical and political imperative. 

Haun Saussy is equally ready to offer a qualified defense of compari- 
son as a concept that has often been seen as little more than a form of 
discredited universalism or a “velvet-coated power play” in the recent 
history of comparative literature. Saussy points to a complex history 
of comparative thinking across various humanistic and scientific fields, 
questioning the assumption that such thinking is always a sign of usurpa- 
tion or misappropriation. Rather, he observes, comparison also serves as 
a crucial means of challenging injustice and acknowledging the claims 
of others. Drawing on an account of “structural violence” developed 
by political scientist Johan Galtung, Saussy argues that any diagnosis of 
structural inequality depends on comparison—whether across individual 
nations, cultures, or groups, or between the potential and actual state 
of being of a particular group at a given historical moment. 

Part II, Comparison in the World: Uses and Abuses, contains a wide- 
ranging array of reflections on the various ways comparison has been 
deployed and to what effects, particularly in historical, cultural, or literary 
contexts. Drawing on recent work in world history as well as the writings 
of Edouard Glissant, Shu-mei Shih develops a model of “comparison as 
relation” that can reorient comparative literature away from its tradition- 
ally Europe-centered perspective. Shih argues that such a method offers 
a way of theorizing connection and interrelation across national and 
cultural differences without assuming an implicit Western norm; it also 
allows us to make connections between poetry and politics without scant- 
ing the fundamental differences of scale between global structures and 
the individual text. Tracing out a “plantation arc” that stretches across 
Southeast Asia to the southern United States to the Caribbean, Shih 
examines how literary works by William Faulkner, Chang Kuei-Hsing, 
and Patricia Powell grapple with histories of indenture and slavery, kin- 
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ship and culture, land and language as they shape specific contexts of 
colonialism. 

Walter Mignolo proposes that comparison is a triangular business, 
including at least two objects to be compared plus the subject perform- 
ing the comparison. The comparative methodologies that developed in 
nineteenth-century Europe assumed a zero-point epistemology: an objec- 
tive observer who is detached from the field being observed. Underscor- 
ing the epistemic, political, and ethical problems of such assumptions, 
Mignolo argues that colonial power differentials always saturate acts of 
comparison. We see such hierarchies especially clearly in Western notions 
of “literature” that marginalize or radically misunderstand alternative 
traditions of creative expression. Mignolo’s alternative model emphasizes 
relation, interdependence, and entanglement—concepts better suited, 
he argues, to the decolonizing of knowledge. Comparative methodol- 
ogy thus gives way to a relational ontology in which the scholar is always 
implicated in the objects he or she is analyzing. 

In their essay, Robert Stam and Ella Shohat undertake to “compare 
comparisons,” analyzing the ways in which the inhabitants of Brazil, 
France, and the United States deploy transnational and often-triangulated 
modes of thinking to characterize national and ethnic identities, com- 
monalities, and differences. Drawing on a rich archive of examples, 
they catalogue the role of comparative thinking in numerous contexts: 
discourses of national exceptionalism; traditions of ethnic and cultural 
ranking; comparative histories of France, Brazil, and the United States; 
popular mythologies of national identity; comparative debates about race 
and slavery; and a history of encounters between French explorers and 
intellectuals and Indian and Afro-Brazilian cultures. Their essay under- 
scores both the inescapability and the unpredictability of comparisons 
serving heterogeneous intellectual and political agendas that can either 
shore up or subvert the clarity of national, ethnic, or racial differences. 

Ania Loomba asks why contemporary discussions of comparison are 
oriented toward questions of space rather than time. The current wariness 
of cross-temporal comparison derives, in large part, from the discrediting 
of evolutionary models of history and other forms of teleological think- 
ing. She shows, however, that transtemporal comparison can be used to 
destabilize rather than uphold the exceptionalism of Western modernity. 
Rejecting the often-heard claim that race is a product of modern notions 
of biological difference, Loomba shows how premodern ideas about race 
blend elements of religion, culture, and biology in ways that blur lines 
between the present and the past. Turning to current debates about the 
status of caste in India, Loomba finds an analogous blurring of biology 
and culture, a complex overlapping of the ostensibly distinct categories 
of caste and race. A cautious comparativism, she suggests, can further 
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our understanding of the global histories of race, even as attention to 
specific racial histories can be used to challenge the ingrained habits of 
comparative thought. 

Pheng Cheah’s essay starts with an incisive delineation of differing 
views of comparison in the work of Rousseau, Kant, and Hegel. This 
tradition of thought is subsequently revised and turned to new ends; 
literary works such as José Rizal’s Noli Me Tangere and Pramoedya Ananta 
Toer’s Footsteps recruit comparison to spark revolutionary consciousness, 
underscoring the painful differences between colonizing and colonized 
nations. Cheah concludes by proposing that comparison has shifted from 
a technique of consciousness to an infrastructural relationship in and 
between nation-states concerned with the maximization of resources and 
the management of persons. The intimate entanglement of comparison 
with these new forms of transnational biopower cannot help but qualify 
its critical or emancipatory potential. 

In his contribution, Bruce Robbins zeroes in on the work of a single 
influential thinker in order to shed broader light on comparison as it 
informs and sustains cosmopolitan affiliations. Hewing to the Golden 
Rule, Noam Chomsky embraces a seemingly dispassionate and uncompro- 
mising standpoint of comparative critique, claiming to hold the United 
States to the same moral standard that it applies to other nations. In 
fact, Chomsky’s excoriation of his own country runs the risk of sustain- 
ing rather than subverting its centrality (a point also made by Stam and 
Shohat). Moreover, Chomsky’s comparative critiques, like the analogous 
arguments of Walter Benn Michaels, ignore fundamental inequities and 
power differentials between the phenomena being compared. This is 
not to conclude that we should lapse back into a self-defeating and self- 
contradictory rhetoric of abjuring comparison. Rather, Robbins argues 
for an imperfect cosmopolitanism informed by partiality and belonging 
as well as a practice of comparison willing to face up to its own exercise 
of power and normative claims. 

Mary N. Layoun proposes that literary texts not only illuminate the 
problematic of comparison but can model alternative forms of compara- 
tive thinking. Her account of current debates in comparative literature 
leads her to a close reading of a poem by C. P. Cavafy and a novel by 
Abd al-Rahman Munif, two texts that share an interest in the calibration 
of spatial and temporal differences in modernity and in the tensions 
between a comparison of interest and a comparison of necessity. The 
“small” literary examples of a novel or a poem, Layoun suggests, may 
offer a medium for exploring relations among differences that is not 
grandly authoritative or synthetic in scope, constituting a vital imagina- 
tive space for both comparison and for reflection on comparison. 
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Echoing this idea that literary texts are themselves exercises in com- 
parative thinking, Rebecca L. Walkowitz develops the concept of “com- 
parison literature” to describe a new phenomenon in the history of 
print culture: texts that are published simultaneously, often in multiple 
languages, and that circulate transnationally in a global literary market 
place. J. M. Coetzee’s Diary of a Bad Year both exemplifies and reflects 
on this process, exploring the vicissitudes of comparison at a thematic, 
formal, generic, and even a typographical level, foreshadowing its own 
future as a work of world literature. The national categories that con- 
tinue to inform comparative as well as national literature departments 
and programs lag behind a comparison literature highly attuned to its 
own international conditions of production and circulation and their 
ethical and political implications. 

Part III, Comparison in the Disciplines, includes essays that probe 
the standing of comparison within specific disciplines, ranging from 
comparative literature and anthropology, two disciplines that are rarely 
examined in the same volume in spite of their shared transnational con- 
cerns and comparative methodologies, to history, a discipline typically 
resistant to sustained comparison. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak offers an 
assessment of the field of comparative literature, calling for a “compara- 
tivism of equivalence” that works against the field’s Eurocentric origins, 
acknowledging the irreducibility of idiom by questioning the equation 
of language and nation and by advocating the value of lesser-taught 
languages. She subsequently introduces the idea of comparison in extre- 
mis to describe the ways in which postcolonial texts such as Medoruma 
Shun’s short story “Hope” explore the double bind of politics and eth- 
ics. Comparison in extremis emerges out of a context of unacknowledged 
suffering, confronting the impossible choice between the anguish of 
subaltern invisibility on the one hand and ethical prohibitions against 
killing on the other. Abederrahmane Sissako’s film Bamako, meanwhile, 
offers a revealing representation of the discontinuities between African 
struggles against neocolonialism and the people on whose behalf such 
struggles ostensibly take place. 

Richard Handler distinguishes between a positivist anthropology that 
aspires toward a taxonomy of cultural similarities and differences in order 
to advance general hypotheses and causal claims, and an interpretative 
anthropology where interactions between observer and observed leads 
to a changed understanding of both cultural worlds. The work of Ruth 
Benedict offers an illuminating example of an interpretative anthropol- 
ogy that stresses the boundedness and irreducibility of particular cul- 
tures, while also engaging in sophisticated practices of translation and 
comparison. Rejecting the frequent association of incommensurability 
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with untranslatability and the relativist assumptions that other cultures 
cannot be understood or compared, Handler argues that two-way transla- 
tion between incommensurable forms of life can allow for a productive 
estrangement from one’s own cultural context, affording, for example, 
a fresh optic on the ideologies of individualism on display at Colonial 
Williamsburg. 

Caroline B. Brettell parses the divide in anthropology in slightly dif- 
ferent terms, as a disagreement between generalizers and particularizers 
about the merits of comparative methodologies. Rejecting comparison, 
particularizers emphasize thick description, cultural difference, and the 
dangers of cross-cultural analogies; embracing comparison, generalizers 
retain an interest in larger hypotheses and in tracking similarities as well 
as differences. Drawing on her ethnographic research into Portuguese 
migrants in the Parisian suburbs as well as in urban areas in Canada 
and the United States, Brettell uses comparative analysis to clarify the 
various ways in which host societies incorporate or exclude immigrants. 
A cross-national comparative consciousness, she argues, is essential for 
theory-building in migration studies, alerting the researcher to the sig- 
nificance of what is absent as well as present in a given milieu. 

In the final essay, Linda Gordon considers the role of comparison in 
historical scholarship. Historians, she notes, have often been wary of 
comparative work, pointing to the dangers of oversimplification that 
adhere in cross-cultural generalization (and that are often evidenced 
in social scientific forms of comparative analysis that rely on universal 
categories). Meanwhile, the dominance of the nation as the main unit 
of analysis in historical scholarship has also hindered the development 
of comparative thinking. In making a case for the merits of such think- 
ing, Gordon draws on two examples of her recent work: first, an analysis 
of the position of Mexican American migrant workers in Arizona that 
draws parallels with the history of European colonialism and, second, a 
comparative study of the conventions of state-sponsored propagandistic 
art in the United States, Germany, Russian, and Italy. Comparison here 
is less a matter of assuming sameness than of drawing attention to dif- 
ferences that would otherwise have escaped notice. Gordon concludes 
with an advocacy of “light comparison”—less a full-scale project than a 
partial and often-unsystematic use of comparative thinking to illuminate 
particular issues. 

This collection of essays, then, offers a many-sided consideration of 
a concept that is often taken for granted or given short shrift in recent 
theoretical debates. In spite of their diverging frameworks, methods, and 
subject matter, the contributors to this volume agree that comparison is 
neither to be rejected out of hand nor unconditionally celebrated as a 
surefire antidote to parochialism. Rather, they offer sustained reflection 
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on the vicissitudes and complexities of comparison, as a mode of thought 
central to everyday experience, literary expression, and disciplinary as 
well as interdisciplinary knowledge. 
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Part I The Stakes of Comparison 


This page intentionally left blank 


CHAPTER ONE 


Why Compare? 


R. Radhakrishnan 


E COMPARE, WE COMPARE LIKE MAD: my autorickshaw driver 

in Chennai, India, and I, each time I visit India—usually, twice 

a year. We compare life in India and life in the United States; 
and he always likes to ask where I feel more at home. Do I have a car, 
what kind of car, and do I have a chauffeur, or do I drive my car myself? 
Since so much of the conversation happens in motion as he drives me 
around through the sui generis irrationality of Chennai traffic, it is only 
natural that we talk about driving and road conditions, the behavior of 
motorists, the average vehicular speed, and so on. It is around here that 
I sing the praise of the orderly lane system in the United States. I may 
as well point out that lanes for the most part do not exist in India; and 
even where they do, lane logic is observed more in the breach than in 
the observance. My friend is mystified, even appalled to hear me maintain 
that lanes make for safe, coherent, and pleasurable driving. He asks me, 
how then do you overtake (pass) another vehicle creatively, proactively, 
aggressively? Don’t lanes constrict the driver’s freedom and creativity? 
Doesn’t everybody reach their destination late? Doesn’t driving become 
boring and mechanical? If lane dharma is administered punitively, how 
can a small and vulnerable vehicle like the autorickshaw maintain its 
own against the dominance of cars and lorries (trucks)? Even as I try to 
convince him that his perceptions are wrong and that any sane human 
being would choose the structure and order of lane-controlled move- 
ment over the arbitrary madness of Indian roads, somewhere within 
me, on another and smaller wavelength, I hear his point of view and 
the relative autonomy of his rationale within his Lebenswelt. Of course, 
at this juncture I could throw up my hands in despair and abandon the 
very possibility of a comparatist epistemology. For after all—and this 
is the ethical dilemma—how can either one of us persuade the other, 
without perpetrating naked aggression, that somehow one’s own “life 
world” is superior to that of the other? What starts out as a neutral and 
disinterested comparison of modes inevitably turns into a comparison 
between life worlds and ways of being. Where and how does one draw a 
critical line between ways of being and ways of knowing? 
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The point I want to make here is that comparisons are never neutral: 
they are inevitably tendentious, didactic, competitive, and prescriptive. 
Behind the seeming generosity of comparison, there always lurks the ag- 
gression of a thesis. Am I guilty here of a hasty, universal condemnation 
of comparison as such? Clearly, not all projects of comparison are fated 
to be aggressive. My point is simply this: even when they are not overtly 
anthropological or colonialist in motivation, comparisons are never disin- 
terested. That in itself is not a major problem. After Karl Marx and after 
Fredrich Nietzsche, it is almost a truism to claim that all epistemologies 
are perspectival with reference to their respective subjects: the classed 
subject, the gendered subject, and so on. But the plot thickens when it 
comes to comparison for the very simple reason that it is not clear who 
the perspectival subject of the comparative endeavor is: it is neither A 
nor B, as each existed prior to its interpellation by comparison. The 
epistemology of comparison is willed into existence by a certain will to 
power/knowledge. Such a will is never innocent of history and its burden. 
Comparisons are discursively implicated in such syntactic imperatives as 
“as good as,” “better than,” “the best among”: the positive, comparative, 
and superlative degrees of calibrating value within a single but differenti- 
ated world. The cliché “apples and oranges” captures the epistemological 
impasse that haunts comparison. If comparative studies are to result in 
the production of new and destabilizing knowledges, then apples and 
oranges do need to be compared, audaciously and precariously. But 
this will never happen since it has already been laid down as an a priori 
that comparing apples and oranges is fallacious. Comparisons work only 
when the “radical others” have been persuaded or downright coerced 
into abandoning their “difference,” and consent to being parsed within 
the regime of the sovereign One. When was the last time comparisons 
were made between “cosmopolitan realism” and “third-world realism?” 
The answer, of course, is never. 

The truth of the matter is that even as I am prepared to grant my 
friend the rectitude of his thesis, I grant him that value only within his 
parameters, even as I mutter sotto voce that his parameters are all wrong, 
nay, underdeveloped: oops, did I just even think that? His logic works for 
him, and mine for me; the comparison remains unproductive, neither 
of us having learned from the other. The comparison may as well not 
have taken place. So, why compare at all? What are the epistemological 
grounds for the initiation of comparative study and understanding? Does 
there need to be an ideal or at least a developmental model to preside 
over the relationship between any two empirical/historical instances? If 
yes, who, then, or which historical subject is responsible, perspectivally, 
for the task of configuring the ideal model? I assume that wanting to 
learn from “other” experiences that are not one’s own is and should 
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be the real motive behind any comparative endeavor and not just the 
imperative to hector, proselytize, or hierarchize difference in the name 
of a dominant “superior” identity. Clearly, learning cannot be nontrans- 
formative, just as knowledge cannot be the provincialization of reality in 
the name of one location or the other that we “nativize” as our own. It is 
only within the restlessness that characterizes the spaces that lie between 
the way things are and the way they should be (the volatile gap between 
the actual and the ideal) that learning takes shape—a restlessness, I must 
add, that is not the progressive or developmental monopoly of any one 
culture or people. I am aware that the objection could be made that not 
all learning involves a “should.” My point is that, even when not overtly 
prescriptive or tendentious, all learning (and here I am following the 
famous Marxian dictum that to know is to change reality) is transfor- 
mative and interventionary, and if that is the case, then all learning is 
valuecentric. As in my traffic context, examples of comparison are carri- 
ers of value, and it is in the name of this value, that is, efficiency, beauty, 
orderliness, structure, eloquence, that one example counters another 
in dialogue and contestation. In other words, it is not possible for me 
or my driver friend to merely juxtapose descriptively our two respective 
scenarios and pretend as though we were not interested in winning the 
debate by way of our examples. 

The conversation between my driver and me could be considered an 
exchange in comparative humanity. But what is comparative humanity, 
and how did humanity get comparative? Is there something called hu- 
manity in the first place that is present to itself in an apodictic mode, 
and is then, in a supplemental and secondary way, taken away from 
its self-sufficiency into the zones of comparison where it is pluralized, 
heterogenized, and rendered radically different from itself? Or, is com- 
paratism constitutive of the human and not just an epiphenomenal 
gloss or afterthought that can be reduced to the order of a submissive 
commentary on an already-immaculate and plenary text? Here is the 
problem as well as the excitement. Once a comparison is initiated, there 
is no way to retreat safely into a single frame, into the safe haven of a 
filiative centrism. The epistemology of comparison enjoins on the human 
subject the simultaneity of the One world with the phenomenology 
of the many worlds within the One world. The world is one precisely 
because, and on the basis of, its irreducible plurality and heterogeneity. 
The identity of the world with itself is predicated on a radically different 
and disjunctive relationship with itself. It is in the name of difference 
that the world as One undertakes a conversation with itself. If the world, 
in its very oneness, were not different, then it would be doomed to a 
hermetic, solipsistic nonconversation with itself. Emerging realities in 
different parts of the world are both historically disparate and coeval 
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with one another, and a comparatist epistemology has to come to terms, 
honestly and accountably, with this chronotopic doubleness. The heart 
of the world ticks differently in the haiku, in the novel of magical real- 
ism, in the street theaters of India, and in a variety of other genres and 
cultural-literary formations—but not so differently as to necessitate an 
apartheid policy of “separate but equal.” 

Comparisons, so goes the platitude, are odious; whether they are odi- 
ous or not, they are certainly not natural or, should I say, selfevident. Is 
there anything intrinsic in A that is desperately calling out to be com- 
pared with B, or is the comparison intuited gratuitously by an observant 
scholar who feels that there is something to be gained, by all, through the 
act of comparison? The point is not just that A is like or not like B, but 
rather: why is it of epistemological importance that A is like or not like 
B, and what point of view, informed by a certain worldview and a certain 
will to knowledge, establishes the cognitive agenda? As we professors of 
literature always instruct our students: Please, when you are writing a 
paper that compares two works, make sure that you carefully delineate the 
grounds of comparison, for these grounds are by no means self-evident. 
Any act of comparison is predicated on an unavoidable deracination and 
a yoking together that one hopes will not be violent. The two works to 
be compared are deterritorialized from their “original” milieu and then 
reterritorialized so that they may become cospatial, epistemologically 
speaking. I say “epistemologically” to emphasize the point that the real 
motivation behind the comparatist project is the desire and the will for 
a new knowledge. This does not mean that prior to the initiation of 
the temporality of the comparison the works/objects/identities to be 
compared were lacking in self-knowledge, each within its own habitat. 
The project of comparison in a way ups the ante by suggesting perhaps 
that a knowledge based on comparison could be more sophisticated, 
progressive, worldly, and cosmopolitan than a form of knowledge that 
is secure in its own identity and provenance. 

The project of comparison finds itself somewhere between the stabil- 
ity of identity and the fluidity of difference. A Venn diagram is a good 
illustration of what I am talking about. In this diagram, A and B can be 
seen as both independent and overlapping with each other. Within the 
new topology, A and B continue their prior existence, that is, their reality 
outside the frame of comparison, even as they display vividly the common 
ground where their very difference becomes viable for the comparative 
project. As I have discussed elsewhere,! the questions, postcomparison, 
are these: What is the relationship, within A and B, between the area 
that is shaded within the Venn diagram and the area that falls without? 
And is there a relationship at all between the respective areas in A and 
B that have not fallen within the shaded area of comparison? Even more 
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significantly, postcomparison, will A and B ever be the same again, that 
is, having discovered that they have much in common with some one 
“outside,” will they be capable of retaining their internal integrity as well 
as solidarity? For example, an urban novel based in Mumbai: once it is 
discovered that the urban reality of Mumbai is eminently comparable to 
similar realities in Rio de Janeiro, Shanghai, London, Tokyo, and Cairo, 
will it still be possible to relate, in an accountable mode, the reality of 
urban Mumbai to its own national hinterland made up of rural, semiru- 
ral Maharashtra and India? I hope my example points up the problem 
of unevenness. My point is that the comparative act, in enabling a new 
form of recognition along one axis, perpetrates dire misrecognition along 
another. I would argue, for example, that the “global city” is the product 
of a comparatist coup: a coup that commits the global city to the ratio- 
nale of transnational flows rather than to the rhythms and needs of the 
intranation. The point to be made here is that the act of comparison has 
the capacity and the potential, depending on which powers are backing 
the project, to supplant a prior epistemological object with a new one. 
Comparison foregrounds the following philosophical issues: 1) the 
politics of representation; 2) the intra- and interidentitarian thresholds 
of recognition and validation. What happens when a literary critic com- 
pares the feminism in Tamil of C. S. Lakshmi, who writes under the 
pseudonym Ambai, with the feminisms of say, Adrienne Rich, or Virginia 
Woolf, or Hélène Cixous? This comparison takes place in an ideal as 
well as a circumstantial and historical world, that is, both within One 
world and between two worlds whose mutual relationship is structured 
by dominance. What is indeed amazing is that despite different historical 
grounding and location, these writers come up with “comparable” articula- 
tions of gender, écriture, and possibilities of experiencing the Real beyond 
the gynocentric versus androcentric divide. But here lies the problem: 
whereas someone like Cixous achieves this awareness as a function of 
her interlocution with Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, psychoanalysis, 
and poststructuralism in general, Ambai’s formulations are the result of 
her interactions with Indian political economy, Indian nationalist and 
feminist discourses, and aspects of Hindu Advaitic philosophy. Once the 
commonality is figured out at the level of “knowing,” it feels as though 
the real differences between Ambai and Rich at the level of “being” do 
not matter; where each of them comes from turns into a mere empirical 
detail at the service of a more meaningful theoretical enterprise. Even 
more crucially, what happens to those areas in each work that remain 
“indigenous” and are not relevant to the common ground area of the 
comparison? Would these areas be abandoned from critical-theoretical 
consideration as mere hinterlands whose function is nothing more than 
prepping and propping up the avant-garde area of comparison? 
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So, which subject is initiating the comparison and why? What is at stake 
in the comparison, and who will benefit from the comparative perfor- 
mance? How does comparatism as pedagogy and methodology create 
its own epistemological object as subject and within what parameters of 
normativity? To revert to the example of my conversation with my friend 
the autorickshaw driver: is it possible to have that exchange without hav- 
ing to invoke the temporality of historicism that mandates that the state 
of traffic in a first-world situation is necessarily superior to the traffic in 
an underdeveloped third-world context? What I am hinting at is the very 
point that Chinua Achebe made a few decades ago when he evaluated 
the comparative humanist gesture made by Joseph Conrad toward his 
African brethren. Achebe’s contention was that in the very act of accord- 
ing equal brotherhood to his fellow African, Conrad had infantilized 
the African in the role of the younger brother, who, much like the third 
world, would be destined to play a game of chronic catchup with his older 
brother who, by fiat, “would already have been” in those very places and 
historical junctures where the younger brother would follow identically 
years later. To echo the fraught debates based on Benedict Anderson’s 
groundbreaking work on nationalism and Partha Chatterjee’s critique 
of Anderson, the younger sibling faithfully and derivatively instantiates 
the impeccable modularity authored originally by the elder sibling. To 
put it differently, it is as though the Bildungsroman of the worlding of 
universality is no more than a hand-me-down from the already-developed 
to the to-be-developed constituencies of humanity. 

Comparison, whether intended literally or metaphorically, raises a 
number of fundamental issues that are philosophical and epistemological 
in nature. For example, how does a comparative project intervene in the 
Self-Other problematic? How does a comparison contribute to our un- 
derstanding of the Identity-Difference theme? How does an epistemology 
of comparison exacerbate or resolve the tension between the categories 
of “reciprocity” and “recognition”? To what extent does a comparative 
endeavor escape the ugly stigma of centrism, of centrism as such? How 
does a comparative perspective steer its way carefully and rigorously 
between the Scylla of a dominant universalism and the Charybdis of a 
solipsistic relativism? How does the perspectivism of comparison negoti- 
ate with the uneven reality of the many worlds within the One world? 
And finally, does the project of comparison succeed in bringing into 
existence a new object/subject of knowledge, or does it recuperate the 
semantico-ideological contours of the world as status quo? 

I would like to suggest that comparative studies are simultaneously 
epistemological and political. Insofar as they are epistemological, they are 
characterized by a certain critical, utopian idealism; and insofar as they 
are inescapably political, they partake in and are actively symptomatic of 
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the unequal and asymmetrical relationships that have and continue to 
structure the world in dominance. To state this differently, a comparatist 
project has to be perennially double conscious: on the one hand, act as 
though the comparison is being made in an ideal world and at the same 
time deconstruct such an idealist ethic in the name of lived reality and 
its constitutive imbalances. A comparatist project has to be rigorously 
aware that despite its avowed egalitarianism it is ineluctably interpel- 
lated by a worldview that is captive to dominance and the reproduction 
of dominance. How then does a scholar of comparative studies, to avail 
of Saul Bellow’s egregious example, compare the complexity of Leo 
Tolstoy with the richness of Zulu culture?? Would such a comparison be 
irrational, anomalous, unequal, and hopelessly asynchronic? Clearly not 
everything is or should be comparable; and if that is the case, are we 
left in a situation where the only legitimate thing to do is to initiate a 
comparison among “equals” and “compatibles”? But here is the problem: 
could a comparison among so-called equals and compatibles be anything 
but an exercise in narcissism? Moreover, who is “unequal” and who is 
“incompatible”—and says who? Does this mean that the adventure of 
comparison is nothing but the stale repetition of the rationale of the old 
boys’ network and the chronic parading of one’s own tradition and one’s 
own canonicity as the standard bearer of the universal? What happened 
to that “other” project of rendering the self vulnerable to “other” histories 
and “other” criteria of the good, the beautiful, and the normative? What 
about that precarious project of exposing the inequality of equality and 
of renegotiating compatibility by way of newer and different forms of 
recognition and reciprocity? 

Try as valiantly as one might, the comparatist paradigm flounders in 
the unquiet of the Self-Other problematic and its politics of recognition. 
To put it in the context of “our own” departmental academic politics: 
how does comparative literature transcend the distance between national- 
ized subjects of literature? Let us say then, that prior to the comparatist 
endeavor we have the English subject, the French subject, the German 
subject, the Indian subject, and so on. Each subject conceives of itself 
within its own interior plenitude, its own sense of an I-We balance and 
equilibrium. The sense of collectivity, that is, the sense of the “we,” is 
internal or intraidentitarian. What happens to the apparatus of recog- 
nition under the aegis of comparison? The truth of the matter is that 
there is no putative “subject” of comparative literature just as there is no 
identitarian domain called comparative literature. Comparisons open up 
a mobile space of the “between” that is nonsovereign—space that cannot 
be owned and administered as property. The challenge for “comparative 
literature” is the task of deconstructing the apparatus of recognition; 
and I use the term “deconstruction” in a precise technical sense to insist 
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that there is no hors-texte to the text of recognition. To put it concretely: 
comparative literature has to coordinate into existence a new subject even 
as it acknowledges that this new production will remain subject to the 
binary logic of Self and Other. The problem is simply this: how to produce 
a new “we,” and who will sign in the name of this new “we” to come? 

It is only appropriate that Jacques Derrida’s The Politics of Friendship 
figures prominently at the very outset of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s 
Death of a Discipline, a short work where Spivak evaluates the viability of 
“comparative literature.” Derrida enables Spivak to pose the issue of 
comparative literature at the highest level of epistemological complexity 
and to come to terms with what the project really entails, rather than 
pretend, in the name of an easy and untheoretical pragmatism, that 
comparison had tinkered its way beyond the Self-Other problematic. Let 
us hear from Derrida as he appears in Spivak’s polemic: 


How are we to distinguish between ourselves, between each of us who compose 
this as yet so determined “we”? 

Let us therefore suppose that you hold me responsible for what I say by the 
mere fact that I am speaking, even if I am not yet assuming responsibility for 
the sentences that I am quoting. 

Then, perhaps, you will grant me this: that as the first result of a practical 
demonstration, the one that has just taken place—even before the question of 
responsibility was posed to the question of “speaking in one’s name,” countersign- 
ing such and such an affirmation, etc.—we are caught up, one and another, in a 
sort of heteronomic and dissymmetrical curving of social space—more precisely 
a curving of the relation to the other: prior to all organized socius, all politeia, all 
determined “government,” before all “law.” Prior to and before all law, in Kafka’s 
sense of being “before the law.” 


This is a dense passage, replete with multiple possibilities, and my inter- 
est in it, for my purposes here, is with the notion of the “as yet to be 
determined we.” Let me explain with a return to my driver friend and 
myself. Clearly, the two of us constitute a “we” across differences of loca- 
tion, profession, and class. Even as we both are ontologically human, we 
represent different worldviews, each with its own historicist and devel- 
opmental calibration. Both of us are marked differently by the regime 
of nationalism and the nation-state, and each of us lives within a certain 
bounded space that is capable of forming translocal alliances with other 
locations. When we begin comparing our respective views on the nature 
of the traffic, we end up avowing, through our respective narratives, the 
realities of where each of us is coming from. We recognize our difference 
from each other and then wonder what to do with, or how to negotiate, 
this difference. There is an uncomfortable realization that we constitute 
and at the same time do not constitute a “we.” If there is no stable sense 
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of “we” to begin with, then the comparison loses its salience, unless 
the practice of comparison is able to bring into existence that “other 
we” that is occluded and precluded by the regnant social and political 
regimes. It is not at all a coincidence that Derrida invokes “friendship” 
as that “other” register or wavelength with the potential to reconfigure 
and reassemble the apparatus of recognition. 

In whose name will the comparison be valorized? Which will be the 
signature, and which the countersignature? Who will be officially re- 
sponsible for the comparison: Self or Other or both or neither? There 
is no easy way, in the name of the piety of the comparison, to escape 
the dire binary separation between “the ones and the others.” Paradoxi- 
cally, the reciprocity that is enjoined by recognition is anchored in the 
axiomatics of the Self-Other paradigm. Can “the politics of friendship” 
somehow adumbrate the “we to come” in a spirit of true coevalness, and 
in the process deconstruct, from within, the authority of the Self-Other 
structure of recognition? If the authority of the SelfOther paradigm of 
recognition is irrefragable, however, then is it at least possible to invoke 
the “as yet to be determined we” in a noncentrist, nonauthoritative man- 
ner? Derrida, as he so often does, reminds us of an inescapable double 
bind: compare we must, and yet at the same time be scrupulously aware 
that in the act of comparing we are indeed perpetrating some form of 
epistemic violence. The difficult questions that Derrida is raising, al- 
though ontologically and not historically, are these: How do we decide 
who is “us” and who is “them”? What do we do with “the heteronomic 
dissymmetrical curvature of social space”? If all intrahuman interactions 
are ordained to take place within such a social space, what constitutes 
recognition, and what constitutes misrecognition? 

Can the project of comparison escape the arrogance of centrism? 
What, for example, is the normative assumption behind “our” desire 
to compare traffic conditions “here” and “there”? As I enter the world 
of comparison, am I capable of decentering myself from my Euro- or 
Indocentric or first-world- or third-world-centric frame of reference? Am 
I capable of the hermeneutic task of thinking through and beyond the 
circularity of my own frame of reference? The double bind of comparison 
works thus: on the one hand, comparative methodology has to persuade 
each of the entities implicated in the comparison to reidentify itself with 
respect to the other; and on the other hand, it has the obligation to “let 
each entity be” (the Heideggerian principle of Gelassenheit), rather than 
violate each in the name of the comparison. It all depends on where the 
interpellation is issuing from. As I have discussed elaborately in chapter 
two of Theory in an Uneven World, the Self-Other problematic needs to be 
understood simultaneously as philosophical as well as political, theoretical 
as well as historical. Philosophically and theoretically speaking, the Self 


24 THE STAKES OF COMPARISON 


requires the position as well as the gaze of the Other for its own self- 
recognition. Recognition by definition demands the analytic breakup 
of the solipsistic plenitude of the Self. All selves, dominant, subaltern, 
hegemonic, and others, are caught up in the rationale of what after Lacan 
and Slavoj Zizek we could term the big O. But the question that Derrida 
and Lacan often fail to ask is this: How is this symbolic or categorical (a 
priori) law of the big O exemplified and instantiated in history? How 
is the historical dynamic of uneven and unequal relationships between 
Master and Slave, Colonizer and Colonized, related to the philosophical 
thesis of the big O? Or to put it somewhat reductively, how can “equal 
comparisons” be undertaken in an unequal world? 
Commenting astutely on Derrida’s rhetoric, Spivak says: 


Given the irreducible curvature of social space—the heteronomic curvature of 
the relationship with the other—the political must act in view of such a “perhaps.” 
Because we cannot decide it, it remains decisive, the unrestricted gamble of all 
claims to collectivity, agonistic or otherwise. Derrida knows the interminable 
indeterminacy of epistemic change in the agent, not only through his theoretical 
elaborations but also, as his specific invocation of the classroom at the beginning 
of Politics of Friendship indicates, as a teacher in the humanities. It is in that class 
that the question “How many are we?” is asked. 

The law of curvature—that one cannot access another directly and with a 
guarantee (by “appresentational analogy” only, Husserl will write)—is not a de- 
terrent to politics. By suggesting that the philosophical position of being called 
by the other be accessed by its inscription into political responsibility, Derrida 
demands a more risky political activity.“ 


The pressing question here is that of the “we’—a “we” that is yet to 
come—in whose heralding and delineation the “we” as we are needs to 
take a crucial role. The critical utopian hope is that somehow the “we” of 
the present that is hopelessly mired in the binary logic of Us-Them and 
Self-Other will find a way to launch into history the “other we” that will 
not be complicit with the wretched binary rationale. As both Derrida and 
Spivak emphasize, with comparison comes responsibility: but responsibil- 
ity in whose name—in the name of whose location or subject position? 

So, in the comparative enterprise, who is calling and who is respond- 
ing—and in the name of which “we”? Within the “heteronymic and 
dissymmetrical curvature of social space” what can comparisons realize, 
philosophically and theoretically as well as politically? What is manifest, 
for example, in the radical move from national literary formations to 
departments of comparative literature is a fundamental dissatisfaction 
with a certain form of collectivity and a corresponding yearning after 
a differently axial collectivity that will have deployed the apparatus of 
recognition and reciprocity “otherwise.” The two assumptions that should 
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not underwrite the comparative project are that the other be accessible, 
with guarantee, to the self, and that the performance of comparing as a 
pragmatic political activity can somehow neutralize, transcend, or short- 
circuit the deep philosophic structure of the Self-Other problematic. 
To put it differently, the task of expanding perennially the domain of 
the “we” has to acknowledge the theoretical-conceptual incorrigibility 
of “the heteronymic and dissymmetrical curvature of social space” and 
observe rigorously the double predicament of the Self-Other structure: 
1) the relationship of reciprocal recognition between any historical Self 
and Other, and 2) the binding normative relationship of all historical 
selves to the ontological Other that by definition has or knows “no other.” 

Is it possible to start provisionally from one’s given position and yet 
not consecrate that position as a center? Is it possible—and here I am 
thinking of Judith Butler in theory and Amitav Ghosh in fiction—to 
think from elsewhere, or cultivate one’s assigned location ek-statically, 
eccentrically, a-centrically, pluri-centrically? Is the center where one thinks 
or lives or both? Or, is there something about the modality of thinking 
that cannot but make a center of its provenance, however fortuitous? 
Even if an extraordinary injection of empathy makes possible an other- 
oriented thinking, isn’t such a thought, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty has 
pointed out, undertaken as a performance by the Self as though it were 
the Other? Even if these questions cannot be answered in theory, what is 
possible is to make a clear distinction between centrism as descriptively 
unavoidable and a critical or deconstructive deployment of centrism in 
the name of the other. Awareness of centrism, whether Euro-, logo-, Afro-, 
Sino-, Indo-, gyno-, or andro-, can initiate perennial critique as the only 
valid mode of knowing. How far does a critique go and what is its mode 
of validating recognition? When two centrist worldviews or knowledges 
meet in conversation, are they capable of divesting from their respec- 
tive anchorages substantively or strategically; or to put it in hermeneutic 
terms, can each centrism do no more than lay bare its prejudices and 
forestructures of understanding in the presence of the “other”? In other 
words, to revert to Derrida and Spivak, no direct access to the other is 
possible; but what is indeed eminently possible is rigorous autocritique 
and autodefamiliarization in coeval response to the presence of the 
other. The assumption, of course, is that the “other self” is performing 
something similar from its own location. 

But the question still remains: how many worlds are there? Whether 
one invokes the myth of the Tower of Babel or any other allegory, the 
crucial problem is: in what sense are “we” one and of the same world, and 
in what sense are we different and of different worlds? If the One world 
worlds differently in Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, Islam, Sikhism, 
Buddhism, Zorastrianism, and secularism, which is to say, if the world is 
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one in its reality but irreducibly plural in its knowability, where and how 
should the project of comparison be situated: in the one, the many, or 
in an ecstatic mode that constantly reorganizes the apparatus of recogni- 
tion? The charm, as well as the challenge, is that even if the world is one 
in its objective givenness, it will have to be recognized historically as one 
by the many constituencies and perspectives that constitute the world; 
and unfortunately, with recognition comes duality and the possibilities of 
dire misrecognition, as in the recognition structure between Master and 
Slave, between the Colonizer and the Colonized, and between dominant 
and subaltern. Alas! Recognition of all the historical selves and others 
by the big O cannot be secured transhistorically; that recognition has 
to be worked out historically through fierce contestations, violence, and 
war, by way of actual, on-the-ground recognitions that are structured in 
dominance and asymmetry. It is not that recognition does not happen 
under Jim Crow or colonialism or apartheid or heteronormative patri- 
archy; but these recognitions are extreme misrecognitions that need to 
be set right, not immaculately or miraculously, but in the name of other 
and different historical possibilities. 

With these thoughts in mind, it is time now to turn to literature. It is 
not coincidental that “friendship,” just as it is in Derrida, is the driving 
theme in E. M. Forster’s A Passage To India. Is humanistic friendship viable 
in the ugly context of colonial modernity and its brutal Manichaeism? Is it 
possible to invoke an equal and reciprocal politics of human recognition 
during times when the human has been betrayed by the binary machinery 
of colonialism? Is it really the case that the East is East and the West is 
West, and if so, under what conditions? Is it conceivable that once England 
and India are both emancipated from the savagery of colonialism, they 
can be friends under the same sky? How will “recognition” change both 
as apparatus and as vision postcolonially? Throughout the book com- 
parisons are made between Christianity and Hinduism, Hinduism and 
Christianity, tradition and modernity, between being English in England 
and being English in colonial India, between secularism and spirituality, 
between Italy and India, and so on. Will the comparative experiment 
lead to civilizational monadism, syncretism, symbiosis, fusion, mystery, 
or muddle? Here is a famous passage that dramatizes the predicament 
of recognition between two forces that are trying to understand each 
other both naturally and historically: 


They are dark caves. Even when they open towards the sun, very little light pen- 
etrates down the entrance tunnel into the circular chamber. There is little to 
see, and no eye to see it, until the visitor arrives for his five minutes, and strikes 
a match. Immediately another flame rises in the depths of the rock and moves 
towards the surface like an imprisoned spirit: the walls of the circular chamber 
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have been most marvelously polished. The two flames approach and strive to 
unite, but cannot, because one of them breathes air, the other stone. A mirror 
inlaid with lovely colours divides the lovers, delicate stars of pink and grey inter- 
pose, exquisite nebulae, shadings fainter than the tail of a comet or the midday 
moon, all the evanescent life of the granite, only here visible. Fists and fingers 
thrust above the advancing soil—here at last is their skin, finer than any covering 
acquired by the animals, smoother than windless water, more voluptuous than 
love. The radiance increases, the flames touch one another, kiss, expire. The 
cave is dark again, like all the caves.” 


The allegory of the passage is obvious; but what can we learn from the 
allegory? Are the lessons to be learned from allegory historical or time- 
less? And what about the allegory itself, its coming into being at a certain 
moment in history? If all humanity is one big indivisible collectivity, and if 
every human being partakes of the spirit of that collectivity and is therefore 
coextensive and consubstantial with every other human being, why and how 
then does recognition go wrong? If an inclusive and nondenominational 
humanism mandates love and friendship and solidarity, it should surely 
be able to transcend and triumph over the perversions and distortions 
of the Colonizer-Colonized as well as the East-West divide. Why can’t the 
Eastern self and the Western self, the Colonized self and the Colonizer 
self, disinvest from their present history of binary recognition and in- 
vest together in their common accountability to the big O? Within the 
comparative format of recognition, why can’t each flame perform both 
as mirror and as window to the other so that transcendence into the 
utopian Real may be effected in radical transgression of the colonialist 
mode of recognition? 

Forster takes care to begin with the tenebrous and, shall we say, mo- 
nistic primordiality of the caves that is in fact not available to human 
perception or illumination at all. Against the backdrop of the impen- 
etrable alterity of the caves, a dualist drama of recognition takes place. 
The flame is lit by the visitor’s, and not the native’s, striking the match. 
If the caves are conceptualized as Hindu or Jainist or Buddhist, then 
clearly the visitor can be identified as British-colonial. But if the caves 
are understood as Nature or Being, then the visitor’s intrusion stands 
for the anthropocentric invasion by the cogito of the mystery of Nature/ 
Being. Can the allegory be made to work on both levels? Recognition is 
a dyadic structure, but latent in this structure is the authority of a third 
term; and it is in the name of the symbolic authority of the third term 
that the dyadic structure can be instrumentalized. Forster’s problem 
as a narrator is not all that different from that of Frantz Fanon’s “new 
humanism” or Derrida’s “we to come.” The temporality of recognition 
flutters between the here-and-now historicity of colonialism, which 
mandates a certain kind of reciprocity between India and England, and 
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that “other” utopian temporality that is postcolonial and therefore “yet 
to come” and “as yet undefined.” And here is the catch: there is no way 
to get to that “other” utopian recognition except by way of colonialist 
misrecognition. Are the two flames antagonists or collaborators working 
by way of a pregiven solidarity? Whatever transpires between the two 
flames, as they reflect and converse with each other, would also result in 
an effective illumination of the mystery of the caves. Forster compares 
the phenomenology of the two flames, one breathing air and the other 
stone, and attributes the failure in coming together to their elemental 
difference. But what is interesting is that procedurally or modally speak- 
ing, the lighting of the one flame produces instant and spontaneous 
reciprocity. What is more, in having been hailed by the first flame and 
thus having been cast as the “object” of recognition, the answering flame 
moves from a state of imprisonment toward subjecthood. Subtended by 
the categorical a priori of recognition, how should the two flames behave? 
Should they continue to play the Self-Other game interchangeably and 
maintain duality, or should they meld and fuse into each other erotically 
in the name of oceanic love and transcendent friendship? In Forster’s 
heightened rhetoric, there is a fleeting instant of coming together that 
has no duration at all. The flames die, and the darkness prevails and 
thwarts recognition. In this allegory, recognition is the pharmakon: the 
poisoned present that is both the poison and the remedy. In the time 
of colonialism, recognition can go this far and no further. 

The ontopological questions that Forster raises are the following: 
Whence does a comparison emerge, and to where does it return? And 
correspondingly, where does recognition begin and where does it find a 
home? In the very literal-semantic spacing of recognition, how does rep- 
etition reach the original—or does it? Why should the two flames merge 
at all? Why can they not maintain their discrete luminosity? Would this 
result unfortunately in “a separate but equal situation”? It is interesting 
that Forster chooses to distinguish the two flames elementally: air and 
stone. Is Forster suggesting, in anticipation of Samuel P. Huntington, 
that there are essential-civilizational differences that cannot be bridged 
or overcome by historical, secular practices? So, which is the truth and 
which the illusion; which one is real and which mere appearance? Is an 
irreconcilable and incommensurable duality the result of colonial violence 
and its programmatic strategies of “othering” the Colonized; or is duality 
inscribed in the very ontology of the human condition? In the postcolonial 
period, would the two flames unite forever, and Aziz and Fielding ratify 
their friendship in the name of the human liberated from the alienating 
regime of colonialism? Hovering over this entire discussion is the problem 
of the One: its epistemological as well as historico-temporal status. Are 
“we” part of one indivisible humanity, or are we part of several different, 
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contradictory, incompatible, and perhaps even incommensurable com- 
munal groupings brought about by the circumstantiality of history? Are 
comparisons made on the tacit understanding that A and B, to avail of 
Walter Benjamin’s rhetoric, are “fragments” of the same totality, shattered 
and betrayed by the circumstances of history? Or, should comparisons 
be wary of the ploy of the One: the One disingenuously anchored in 
some dominant centrism? Here then is Benjamin. “Fragments of a vessel 
which are to be glued together must match one another in the smallest 
details, although they need not be like one another. In the same way, 
a translation, instead of resembling the meaning of the original, must 
lovingly and in detail incorporate the original’s mode of signification, 
thus making both the original and the translation recognizable as frag- 
ments of a greater language, just as fragments are part of a vessel.”° I 
am not for a moment suggesting that the task of comparison and the 
task of translation are synonymous. I invoke Benjamin in a very limited 
context. Both translation and comparison foreground the problem of 
“identity” and “difference.” 

Whether we are translating or comparing, we come up with the theme 
of recognition and misrecognition, and the deeper problematic of Self 
and Other. Itis customary in the fields of philology and translation studies 
to talk about families of languages, such as the Indo-European, Semitic, 
Slavic, and Dravidian, by way of calibrating the proximity and distance 
between languages. By this rationale, two Slavic languages, in spite of 
their differences, could be understood as partaking in a common familial 
self or identity; and ergo, the differences between them could be parsed 
and understood as intrafamilial variations. In contrast, the difference 
between Tamil and English would be of a different order. In the field of 
comparison, centrism functions—much like the concept of a family—to 
measure and adjudicate the distance between two literatures or cultures. 
The degree of incommensurability or reciprocal intelligibility between 
any two flames, to go back to the Forster scene, would vary depending 
on whether the flames were both Occidental or Oriental, or Occidental 
and Oriental. But whether the differences are intra- or inter- in nature, 
the question remains: are differences that are parsed into meaning 
through comparison or translation part of the same cultural world or 
not? Are they fragments of the same vessel called Being or Humanity 
or the human condition? When I compare, say, the musical concept of 
improvisation in jazz with the practice of improvisation in the use of 
kalpana swaras in Carnatic music, am I assuming that jazz and Carnatic 
music belong to the same aural world? Or am I demonstrating the thesis, 
precisely because “improvisation” inheres and performs differently in 
each of the two systems, that these are two differently structured musical 
worlds that need to be understood separately? 
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A propos of the “two flame” mutual recognition predicament, there is 
another passage in A Passage to India, where Forster attempts, with partial 
success, the Benjaminian allegorical task of destabilizing and defamil- 
iarizing all “fragment meanings” in the name of a primordial negative 
ontology. I refer here to the much quoted and discussed semantics of 
the “echo”—the echo that through its very reiterative structure frustrates 
all stable recognition and traumatizes any and every attempt at a centrist 
shoring of human meaning. The echo as nonlanguage unleashes in 
Forster’s fiction the terrifying thesis of undecidability and the obliga- 
tory horizon of nothingness that “nihilates” every endeavor of meaning 
making. The echo returns, in an atavistic mode, linguistic sense back to 
the arbitrariness of sound. In the beginning is not the Word, Christian, 
Islamic, Hindu, or Buddhist, but the primordiality of sound and its ab- 
solute anteriority relative to each and every language. The universalist 
thesis here is that when linguistic sense is desemanticized in the name of 
aurality, all languages are rendered vulnerable: they become gibberish. 

Here, then, is the famous passage from Forster: 


The echo in a Marabar cave . . . is entirely devoid of distinction. Whatever is said, 
the same monotonous noise replies, and quivers up and down the walls until 
it is absorbed into the roof. “Boum” is the sound as far as the human alphabet 
can express it, or “bou-oum,” “ou-boum,”—utterly dull. Hope, politeness, the 
blowing of a nose, the squeak of a boot, all produce “boum.” Even the striking 
of a match starts a little worm coiling, which is too small to to complete a circle 
but is eternally watchful. And if several people talk at once, an overlapping howl- 
ing noise begins, echoes generate echoes, and the cave is stuffed with a snake 
composed of small snakes, which writhe independently.’ 


This allegorical elucidation of the One-Many nexus has a critical bearing 
on the cultural politics of comparison that I have been discussing in this 
essay. The overriding problematic is that of recognition, inter- as well 
as intra-, under the aegis of what I have been calling the big O, the big 
Other. My contention is that comparison initiates echoes of recognition 
that need to be read back into language—but in the name of which lan- 
guage? Should it be in the name of any language at all, or in the name of 
a primordial aural, but prelinguistic “nothingness” that deconstructs the 
semantic integrity of each and every language? Once the economy of the 
echo is galvanized, every language is obligated to try and recognize “its 
self” in its determinate echo. In other words, the sovereignty of meaning 
has to be understood as a mode of vulnerability to the echo rather than 
as a masterful self-evidence that preempts the “dangerous” alterity of the 
echo. In the colonial-modern historical context of Forster’s novel, can 
one echo be compared with another: English with Urdu, Judaeo-Christian 
with the Hindu or the Islamic? Unable on the one hand to cut himself 
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loose from the seductions of Orientalist thinking, and on the other, from 
the exhortations of a humanism desperately trying to authenticate itself 
in the very heart of colonialism, Forster offers the reader a befuddled 
allegory—allegory as muddle. The “nothingness” in this passage is a vi- 
cious manifestation of nescience rather than an affirmative celebration 
of a relational universality that demonstrates the finitude of each and 
every perspective. Despite Forster’s best narrative intentions, India and 
the caves have to be demonized in the service of the devastating negative 
ontology: its meaning-hating nihilism. It is precisely by not recognizing 
the Hindu “Oum” in the “boum” that the narrative is able to promote 
the allegorical recognition that all meaning comes to naught in the caves. 

Forster’s narrative fails to create an accountable articulation between 
colonialist historiography and the “new humanism” that lies beyond. 
The classic problem with the allegory of the caves in Forster’s novel is 
the tension between “who is saying” and “what is being said.” When the 
primordial Hindu-Vedantic sound “Oum” (a sound that in the Hindu 
metaphysical imagination embodies the spiritual self-presence of mean- 
ing before meaning is fractured into the semantic and the phonetic) is 
haunted by its own echo and is misrecognized into the meaninglessness 
of “Boum.” Which ears register that loss: Hindu ears, Christian ears, or 
human ears in general? Why is it that the allegory of linguistic meaning- 
lessness as such has to be shored up in the name of the meaninglessness 
of “Oum” rather than that of the Christian logocentric word or the Alpha 
and the Omega of Greek thought? Could the same failure of meaning 
and linguistic cognition have taken place in Stonehenge, the Acropolis, 
or the Parthenon? Why is the onus on the Marabar Caves to bear the 
burden of the universal loss of sense? My point is that Forster’s allegorical 
construction of the Marabar Caves remains complicit with anthropologi- 
cal exoticism. First, the caves and the landscape of Chandrapore have 
to be exoticized, the river Ganges (Ganga in local languages) denied 
coevalness with the Thames, and all of India essentialized as unknow- 
able mystique; only then, can the “Boum” work its devastating allegorical 
effect. Forster’s allegory remains trapped within the colonial imaginary 
and its mode of recognition and reciprocity: a mode that requires that 
the language of the Colonized bear the burden, in a symptomatic and 
pathological mode, of the futility of all languages. The cognitive failure 
is coterminous with the body of the Colonized, but it requires the cogito 
of the Colonizer to redeem failure as an allegorically oriented negative 
ontology. 

As I conclude my essay, I wish to speculate briefly about the possibilities 
of postcolonial comparatism. Why indeed compare, if all that comparison 
does is to reiterate the economy of a world structured in dominance? 
Why compare, unless the performance of comparison transforms the 
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world and the many actors who have volunteered to participate in the 
project? Why compare, if, after the comparison, each actor goes back 
to her corner to pursue business as usual? I think there is a way to play 
out the allegory of the Marabar Caves, multidirectionally. There is a way 
to simultaneously celebrate the world as one, and honor the world as 
the ongoing effect of heterogeneous and relational worldings. Despite 
my overall critical take on the possibilities of comparison in this piece, I 
would like to return to one of my earlier essays where I had envisioned 
an affirmative potential for projects of fusion and hybridity.® And it is 
interesting that my context then also had to do with the “semanticization” 
of sound, and I was talking then about fusion and hybridity in music. 
The question is, how does any system of music remain anchored in its 
own structure and at the same time recognize the valences of a differ- 
ent system? Let us assume that comparisons persuade each system to 
acknowledge and thematize its own musical finitude, not in the privacy 
of its own provincial chamber, but in an open world-historical site where 
every musical system is in the process of defamiliarizing itself along with 
other systems. What you hear in such a polymelodic, polyharmonic echo 
chamber is the simultaneous staging of multiple alienations. The alien- 
ation is intra-, inter-, and presystemic. My raga sounds both meaningful 
and random to me in the context of a harmonic musical progression 
that is alien to my system. I find myself wondering what my raga would 
sound like in alien ears if it were stripped of its taxonomic recognition 
known as the “raga structure.” Likewise, the Western musical enthusiast 
wonders what “counterpoint” would sound like if it were derecognized 
and heard merely as “sound.” What takes place in such a transverse echo 
chamber is an initial relativization of every system that is eventually parsed 
and rerecognized, not in its own name, but in the name of a radical 
nothingness or namelessness that has been misrecognized historically 
as Hindustani, Carnatic, jazz, rap, blues, Western classical, and so on. 
In this postcolonial context that is mindful not only of each history 
and where it comes from, but also of the interimbrication of every his- 
tory with every other history, the echo chamber performs differently. For 
starters, there is the simultaneous staging of multiple misrecognitions 
and not the singling out of the Oum-Boum fiasco. The caves are simul- 
taneously Platonic, Marabar, British, Algerian, French, Western, Eastern, 
and whatever else. I began by suggesting that comparisons should lead to 
fundamental epistemological transformations, that comparisons should 
be weaned away from the hegemony of centrism. Comparisons, to be 
educative, need to happen in a site that belongs to no one. Comparisons 
should not be the vehicles of a latent calculus that has predetermined 
who, within the comparative continuum, is more developed than whom. 
Rather, they should function as precarious and exciting experiments 
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where every normative “Self” is willing to be rendered vulnerable by the 
gaze of the “Other” within the coordinates of a level playing field. So, 
to revert to my initial example, perhaps traffic in the United States is 
“better” than my friend’s traffic in Chennai, India, along some develop- 
mental scale; but that should not come in the way of my learning from 
my friend, on another wavelength not fully accounted for by the theme 
of the comparison. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


Why Not Compare? 


Susan Stanford Friedman 


HY NOT COMPARE? It’s a Janus-faced question, a double enten- 

dre, its dual meanings depending on emphasis.'! On the one 

hand, what are all the reasons why we should not compare? But 
on the other hand, why shouldn’t we compare, and what are the costs if 
we do not? Embedded in these questions are even more fundamental 
ones ranging from the epistemological to the methodological. What do 
we mean by comparison, what effects do our comparisons have, and how 
do we actually do comparison? By “we,” I address those involved in intel- 
lectual work who face choices about whether to engage in comparison; 
I do not, in this essay, address those who study how and why individuals 
or human societies compare and with what consequences.’ 

Those who compare, even in disciplines like comparative literature 
and anthropology, which are founded on the principle of comparison 
and are often engaged in self-reflexive assessments, seldom address 
these questions of the what, why, and how of comparison.’ The nature 
and methods of comparison are typically assumed as givens, left largely 
uninterrogated as comparison is simply performed (or not) across 
the disciplines and interdisciplines. Discussions of comparison, when 
they occur at all, typically focus on its politics, most often to attack 
comparison, but occasionally to defend it. There are some significant 
exceptions, including essays in this volume.* And yet, comparison is an 
ever-expanding necessity in many fields, including literary studies, where 
the intensification of globalization has encouraged more comparative 
analysis of literature and culture on a transnational, planetary scale. 


Epistemology and Politics 


The reasons not to compare are legion, centering in ways in which 
comparison presumes a normative standard of measure by which the 
other is known and often judged. In describing one thing in terms of 
another, comparison assumes knowledge of the one to which the other 
is compared. The known then operates as measure of the unknown, 
standing in an unequal relationship to it. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 
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writes, “comparison assumes a level playing field and the field is never 
level . . . It is, in other words, never a question of compare and contrast, 
but rather a matter of judging and choosing.” Similarly, R. Radhakrish- 
nan recalls “a comparative evaluation I was used to hearing as a boy 
growing up in India”: 


Telugu, a rich and euphonious language spoken in the South Indian state of 
Andrha Pradesh, was often referred to, in an honorific vein, as “the Italian of 
the East.” Both Italian and Telegu were obviously considered “sweet and musical” 
languages, and it is on the basis of that linguistic sweetness (which is the tenor 
of the comparison) that the languages were being identified in terms of each 
other. And yet this comparison is not without its own hierarchical assumptions. 
Why not call Italian “the Telugu of the West?” In whose image is the comparison 
being initiated and who indeed is being honored by the comparison? Why is 
Telugu being named and regionalized as Eastern/Oriental while Italian remains 
unlocated and universal as the standard bearer of linguistic euphony or sweetness?® 


In making Italian the basis for knowing Telugu, the comparison replicates 
a system of dominance on a global scale. “The point,” Radhakrishnan 
continues, “is that in a world structured in dominance, comparisons are 
initiated in the name of those values, standards, and criteria that are domi- 
nant. Once the comparison is articulated and validated, the values that 
underwrote the comparison receive instant axiomatization as universal 
values . . . Let me reiterate that behind the will to comparison lies the 
will to judge and evaluate” (74). The “grounds of comparison,” argues 
Pheng Cheah, have been “undeniably Eurocentric” and “teleological.” 
In political terms, comparison on a global landscape runs the risk of 
ethnocentrism, the presumption of one culture’s frame of reference as 
universal and known; the other’s as different, unknown, and thus inferior.’ 

As yet another reason not to compare, the inequity written into global 
comparisons reproduces an epistemological instrumentalism built into 
metaphoric thought as a form of analogy. In the terms I. A. Richards 
established, a metaphor uses an image or figure (the “vehicle”) to explain 
something else (the “tenor”).° “Petals on a wet, black bough” are the vehicle 
through which Ezra Pound describes the “apparition of these faces in the 
crowd” in “In a Station of the Metro. "If What drives the comparison— 
the metaphoric equivalency—is the need to understand the tenor (ap- 
parition of these faces in the crowd), not the vehicle (petals on a wet, 
black bough). The image exists to serve the concept, which remains 
primary. Of course many poets work deeply against this privileging of 
the tenor to entangle the two parts of the comparison in a reverberating 
echo chamber, as H. D. does in “Oread”: “Whirl up, sea—Whirl your 
pointed pines, /. . ./ Cover us with your pools of Dr" Even Pound’s 
tenor contains its own metaphor: the “apparition” is a ghostly vehicle 
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that describes “these faces.” In much poetic language, the vehicle steals 
the show, however much it appears to serve the tenor. Nonetheless, the 
fundamental instrumentalism of metaphor raises questions about the 
ethics of comparison. In a world structured in dominance, why should one 
thing exist to explain another, instead of being seen as a thing in itself? 

Although metaphor always embeds comparison, not all comparison 
is metaphoric. In analytic as opposed to analogic terms, comparison 
identifies similarities and differences, commensurability and incommen- 
surability, areas of overlap and of discontinuity. In so doing, comparison 
decontextualizes; that is, it dehistoricizes and deterritorializes. It removes 
what are being compared from their local and geohistorical specificity. 
Consequently, one reason not to compare is the potential violence such 
removals can accomplish, the damage they can do to the requirements of 
a richly textured understanding of any phenomenon in its particularity. 
For example, Mary Daly’s comparison in Gyn/Ecology of foot-binding in 
China and genital cutting in Africa as instances of universal patriarchy 
left her open to charges of such decontextualization.'? With her empha- 
sis on similarity, Daly wrenched each so far out of its context that the 
meanings of both appeared inadequate; the nature, history, function, and 
even politics of foot-binding and genital cutting were distorted or at least 
inadequately understood in comparison. Given her position outside the 
cultures she described, Daly could hardly avoid the “Self-Other” dilemma 
of comparison that Radhakrishnan articulates in “Why Compare?,” in 
this volume. Comparative analysis of similarities and differences goes 
against the grain of the “thick description” required for the kind of “local 
knowledge” Clifford Geertz advocates in Local Knowledge." 

And now to reverse the question: shift the emphasis in “why not 
compare?” and the question embeds an insistence on comparison.'* 
“Why not compare?” implies that there is an imperative to compare. We 
compare because we must. We compare because if we do not, there are 
worse consequences than the political, decontextualizing problems of 
comparison. What are the ethics of not comparing? To refuse compari- 
son is also a political act, one that can potentially reinstate the existing 
hierarchies by not challenging them. 

There is, in the first place, the cognitive imperative to compare. 
Comparison is one of the ways in which the brain thinks and knows, 
essential to analogic and analytic thought processes.” This is not to say 
that comparison is a fixed cognitive universal; as a complex and flexible 
organ, the brain shapes and is shaped by all kinds of environments. But 
some form of comparison, however culturally specific, is a central mode 
of cognition. Comparison is at the heart of all analogy (xis like y), which 
means that all forms of figural thought—from metaphor to metonym, 
symbol, and allegory—embed implicit or explicit comparisons. And fig- 


WHY NOT COMPARE? 37 


ural thought—as distinct from other modes of thought like narrative— 
is a vital component not only of literature but also of everyday life and 
language itself. Additionally, comparison as the capacity to see first 
sameness in difference, then difference in sameness, is one of the key 
modes of analytic or conceptual thought. You can’t compare apples and 
oranges, the adage goes. But in fact you can: apples and oranges share 
the properties of fruit. As fruit, they are the same; as types of fruit, they 
differ. The concept of fruitness depends upon a comparison of what 
apples and oranges have and do not have in common. As Radhakrishnan 
argues in Theory in an Uneven World, comparison performs the conceptual 
operation of the Venn diagram, visualizing similarities and differences 
in terms of circles that partially overlap (75). 

Second, there is the social or cultural imperative to compare. Whether 
individual or collective, identity requires comparison, an interplay of same- 
ness and difference. Social comparison, according to psychologists, is a 
major building block of human behavior and experience.'° The Self-Other 
relationship that constitutes individual and collective identities enfolds 
comparison at its core. At the level of the individual, I am myself because I 
am not the same as the other, even though we are both human; at the level 
of the collective, we are different from others, even though our groups 
are both human. The identity of a group also depends upon its mem- 
bers being seen as the same as the others in it and different from those 
outside it—a fundamentally comparative perception. As Pheng Cheah 
writes in “Grounds of Comparison,” “imagining the nation is essentially 
a comparative process in which the nation is always haunted by some- 
thing that is at one and the same time both spatially other or exterior 
to it but also similar to it” (10). The colonized, conversely, are haunted 
by engagements with the colonizer, Rey Chow argues in her discussion 
of comparative literary studies. Outside the national frame, comparison 
is also essential to notions like the wmma, the worldwide community of 
Muslims. Whether regarded from inside or outside the group, members 
of the umma are the “same” in their identification with their religion, but 
“different” in their races, genders, ethnicities, classes, national origins, 
sects, degrees of observance, and so forth. Identity requires sameness in 
difference, difference in sameness—in a word, comparison.!” 

A final imperative to compare lies in the myriad epistemological and 
political consequences of not comparing. For all the problems of compari- 
son, in the end, it is worse not to compare than to compare. Cognitively 
speaking, the possibility of conceptual thought that comparison fosters 
moves knowledge beyond pure particularity and thereby enables theory. 
By “theory,” I mean the cognitive capacity to conceptualize, generalize, 
and see patterns of similarity as part of a broadly systematic form of think- 
ing.'* Theory in this sense requires comparison. Without the concept 
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of fruit, we would be limited to an infinite regress of items, of things; 
knowledge would be confined to the purely particular and individual. 
Fruitness includes similarities and differences in an arbitrarily constructed 
category that is part of a larger theory of biological classification based 
on identification of patterns. An example closer to literary studies is 
Vladimir Propp’s narrative theory, based on his empirical collection of 
Russian folktales.” Comparing hundreds of tales, he established a typology 
of thirty-one functions, patterns (similarities) that took particular forms 
(differences) in actual tales but that were striking enough to allow for 
the development of a narrative theory. If the danger of comparing is the 
potential erasure of the particular and nonnormative, the danger of not 
comparing involves the suppression of the general and the theoretical. 
Comparison’s attention to the particular and the theoretical negotiates 
between the potential parochialism of the purely local and false univer- 
salism of the purely global.” 

Politically speaking, the refusal to compare can potentially turn into a 
romance of the local, a retreat into the particular and identity based, a 
resistance to the cosmopolitan. The political problem, that comparison 
can reaffirm the universalism of the dominant as the implied standard 
of measure, is real. But there are also political consequences of restrict- 
ing the inquiry to one cultural group, one nation, or one region of the 
world. As Radhakrishnan writes in Theory in an Uneven World, “there can 
be no serious multicultural experience or multicultural perception of 
value without a responsible theory of comparison” (75). Comparison 
across cultures defamiliarizes what one takes as “natural” in any given 
culture. This is, of course, a familiar experience of travel: to learn about 
one’s own society, go to another—a double learning that involves com- 
parison. To learn through comparison that others see things differently is 
to recognize the constructedness of one’s own frame of reference. Such 
defamiliarization of “home” through engagement with the “other” is often 
the cornerstone of transcultural political analysis. In other words, one 
effect of comparing cultures is to call into question the standards of the 
dominant precisely because it is unveiled as not universal. Scholars who 
develop narrative theory out of a purely Western literary archive—without 
global comparisons of different narrative traditions—are caught, politi- 
cally speaking, in a hermeneutic circle that confirms Western narrative 
forms as dominant, universal.”! A more inclusive comparison of narratives 
from different sites on the globe can dismantle the false universalism of 
Western forms. 

The decontextualization upon which comparison relies as it moves 
beyond the particular and local also involves a recontextualization 
that is potentially illuminating. A literary text, for example, has many 
potential contexts, not just linguistic, national, temporal, or generic. 
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The refusal to compare texts from different places, times, or cultures 
privileges one temporal-spatial context and renders other contexts invis- 
ible. Anthropologist Aram A. Yengoyan describes comparison as a form 
of carrying over from one context to another: “The rise of comparative 
histories—of gender relations and colonialism, slavery, migration and 
immigration, and more recently transnationalism—all emerge from a 
single case or context from which issues are carried into other contexts. 
Through comparison, the initial assumptions from the original case can 
be questioned and rethought.”” 

The comparative study of women writers from different historical peri- 
ods, national cultures, and world regions is a form of carrying over from 
one context to another. This recontextualization opens up insight into 
how gender functions across time and space—in/commensurably, as both 
similar and different. Take, for example, how a comparison of Virginia 
Woolf’s Three Guineas and Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis reframes current 
debates about “old” versus “new” cosmopolitanism—the old as elite, as 
cosmopolitanism “from above”; the new as subaltern, “from below.”” The 
cosmopolitanism of both texts, I have argued, posits a link between war, 
the nation-state’s violence against its own citizens, and the circumscription 
of women’s lives in the name of protection.” Similar in what I have called 
their gender-based “cosmopolitanism-from-the-side,” Three Guineas and 
Persepolis also differ as products of incommensurable locations: imperial 
London and the once-semicolonial, now defiantly anti-Western Iran. The 
comparison I made has been challenged as illegitimate because it “left 
out important contexts,” particularly “Woolf’s cosmopolitanism as the 
product of a certain European or English moment.”” Here in spades is 
the argument against comparison based on decontextualization. I suggest 
instead that this comparative recontextualization of Woolf and Satrapi 
renders visible ways in which women’s writing about the nation-state and 
their second-class citizenship within it leads to less-polarized theories of 
cosmopolitanism. Transhistorical, transcultural comparison enables the 
production of a cosmopolitan feminist theory based on an expanded 
archive of women’s writing. 


Methodology: Comparative Practice 


Comparison is rudimentary for human cognition, identity, and cul- 
ture. But how is comparison done? How should it be done? How can it 
be done to minimize its negative aspects? There is, as Yengoyan writes 
in Modes of Comparison, no “single all encompassing method” (8), and 
I would encourage more reflection on the plurality of methods and 
the pros and cons of each. The ABCs of comparative method taught in 
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school are a standard pedagogical exercise of “comparison and contrast” 
based on similarities and differences, stressing that the similarities must 
be significant enough to warrant comparison in the first place. This 
kind of comparison can produce mind-numbingly dull college papers. 
The method is essentially static, not sufficiently dialogic. It obscures the 
contradictory core of all comparison, the tension between commensu- 
rability and incommensurability.”* In yoking together things that are 
simultaneously alike and unalike, comparison sets in motion a dynamic, 
irresolvable paradox. On the one hand, comparison compels recognition 
of commensurability—likeness—but on the other hand, comparison ac- 
knowledges incommensurability—difference. Oranges cannot be reduced 
to apples no matter how much we consider their fruitness. Conversely, 
the fruitness of apples and oranges depends on a cognitive abstraction 
wherein similarity resides. Aligned with particularity, local knowledge 
assumes the incommensurability of apples and oranges. Aligned with 
abstraction, comparative knowledge identifies what is commensurate in 
apples and oranges. Comparison contains a contradictory pull between 
the particular and the abstract, between identification of parallels and 
insistence on contrasts. Comparison puts incommensurability and com- 
mensurability into dynamic interplay reflected in the slash that separates 
and connects: in/commensurability. 

Methodologically speaking, the dynamism of in/commensurability 
can itself be the focus of comparison just as much as the specifics of 
what is being compared. Comparative methodology in this sense per- 
forms a kind of translation of one thing into another through the act 
of comparison. Translation—from the purely linguistic to the broadly 
cultural—incorporates a comparative logic of in/commensurability: 
the languages or cultures undergoing translation are both similar and 
different.” The gap between original and translation is increasingly the 
subject of analysis, one that brings into visibility what the languages or 
cultures share and don’t share. Moreover, the comparison doubles back 
to highlight aspects of each that might have gone undetected without 
the attempt at translation. 

The dialogic pull of in/commensurability invites a comparative meth- 
odology that is juxtapositional, contrapuntal, and reciprocal, thus opening 
the possibility for a progressive politics of comparison. A juxtapositional 
model of comparison sets things being compared side by side, not over- 
lapping them (as in a Venn diagram), not setting up one as the standard 
of measure for the other, not using one as an instrument to serve the 
other. Juxtaposition can potentially avoid the categorical violence of 
comparison within the framework of dominance. The distinctiveness 
of each is maintained, while the dialogue of voices that ensues brings 
commonalities into focus. 
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A rhetoric of juxtapositional comparison has appeared sporadically in 
some discussions of comparison. Haun Saussy rejects what he calls an 
outmoded “tree-shaped comparatism” based on an evolutionary model 
(literature as trunk with branches) in favor of one based on “reading 
as collision,” what he calls the “and” model of linked texts.” The “new 
comparativism,” Spivak writes, is “comparativism as equivalence. ”” Djelal 
Kadir reads for sites of “contrapuntal juxtaposition,” especially for loci of 
the peripheralized and displaced, “where comparison is an implacable 
necessity.” Kenneth Reinhard advocates a comparative “reading in which 
texts are not so much grouped into ‘families’ defined by similarity and 
difference, as into ‘neighborhoods’ determined by accidental contiguity, 
genealogical isolation, and ethical encounter.” 

To move beyond the rhetoric of juxtapositional comparison, I propose 
three modes of juxtapositional comparison, each with its own, distinc- 
tive focus on dynamic in/commensurability: collision, defamiliarization, 
and collage. I do so aware that all methods of comparison can fail. The 
danger of juxtapositional comparison is the license it might provide to 
juxtapose willy-nilly, for the sake of conjunction without assurance of 
productive comparison. (Sometimes juxtaposition is just juxtaposition, 
not comparison.) Collision is the juxtapositional methodology that Mary 
N. Layoun envisions in “Endings and Beginnings” when she calls for com- 
parison based on “relational literacy” and “recognition of difference. ””? 
Returning to the Greek concept of comparison as synkrisis (from krino, 
“to distinguish, discern”; syn, “with, among”), Layoun posits comparison 
as a “listening to, speaking with, and inhabiting diverse communities 
and a diverse world.” Comparison is the “great jostling of differences,” 
anchored in the “massive movements and dislocations of peoples in 
the modern period, the radical juxtaposition—in metropolitan cities 
or in colonial centers, for example—of different peoples and ideas and 
things that were hitherto not colliding with one another in quite the 
same close fashion” (584-85). Her collisional comparative methodology 
then sets in play different voices coming out of distinctive geohistorical 
and asymmetrical contexts. Comparison’s utopian potential emerges out 
of a commitment “to the effort to cohabit with, listen to, and consider 
alternate stories of those who are different” (602). 

“Reciprocal defamiliarization” is a juxtapositional methodology that 
Radhakrishnan advocates in Theory in an Uneven World, a Derridean mode 
that displaces the Self-Other binary and emphasizes unknowability (82). 
Radhakrishnan suggests that each element in a comparison be taken out 
of its own larger system of meaning, that it open itself to other influ- 
ences and frameworks in a hybridizing comparative process in which 
each transforms the other reciprocally. In comparing the sitar of Ravi 
Shankar and the violin of Yehudi Menuhin, he asks that “the sitar and 
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violin” become “audible to each other as they problematize themselves 
both in relationship to each other and in acknowledgement of the tran- 
scendent authority of aurality as such. The dialogue between the two 
musical horizons is not an egocentric palaver, but a mode of surrender 
to the radical unknowability of aurality as such” (87). This reciprocal 
defamiliarization unravels the Self-Other opposition that reproduces sys- 
tems of epistemological dominance. Politically speaking, a defamiliarizing 
comparison can enhance reciprocal understanding and coexistence. 

Collage as a juxtapositional comparative methodology borrows from 
early twentieth-century modernist poetics, especially dadaism but also 
paratactic modernist poetics. It maintains the particularity of each, re- 
fuses hierarchy and instrumentalism, and fosters identification of new 
generalities based on what texts share. I have called this comparative 
method “cultural parataxis” or “cultural collage,” by which I mean the 
radical juxtaposition of texts from different geohistorical and cultural 
locations.” Put side by side, each in its own distinctive context but 
read together for their in/commensurability, texts-in-collage produce 
new insights about each, as well as new theoretical frameworks. Collag- 
ing Aimé Césaire’s Notebook for a Return to the Native Land and Theresa 
Hak Kyung Cha’s Dictée, for example, radically disrupts the contexts in 
which their experimental long poems are typically read—francophone/ 
Caribbean/Pan-African negritude/surrealist; Korean/Asian American/ 
postmodernist.” Juxtaposition allows for some of the particularities of 
these conventional contexts, but it also brings into focus a form of dia- 
sporic modernism that seeks not to wipe out the past (“make it new”) but 
to revisit it, reclaim it, re-vision it as the basis of new beginnings based 
in painful psychologies of decolonization. Comparison through cultural 
collage enables the production of new theories. 

In suggesting modes of juxtaposition as strategies for comparison that 
potentially avoid the problems of epistemological hierarchy, instrumen- 
talism, and stasis, I do not want to foreclose other forms of comparative 
practice. The identification of similarities and differences will no doubt 
always have a place in comparative studies, although I would urge greater 
focus on the dynamic relation between them. Some comparative meth- 
ods are likely to emphasize commonalities; some, differences.” Tracing 
the intertextual evolutions and revolutions of ideas, themes, and motifs 
continues to be a comparative methodology in literary studies. Newer 
concepts of “traveling theory” (Said), “traveling cultures” (Clifford), 
“friction” (Tsing), and “teleopoiesis” (Spivak) fundamentally involve 
comparison, as one idea or practice transplants to or indigenizes into 
another location, as one text is written anew or cut and pasted into 
another text.” They have served as comparative frameworks for literary 
and cultural studies on a globalized landscape of encounter. 
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Conclusion 


Radhakrishnan asks, “why indeed compare, if all that comparison 
does is to reiterate the economy of a world structured in dominance? 
Why compare, unless the performance of comparison transforms the 
world and the many actors who have volunteered to participate in the 
project? Why compare, if, after the comparison, each actor goes back 
to her corner to pursue business as usual?” (“Why Compare?,” in this 
volume). These are, of course, rhetorical questions that set in opposi- 
tion dystopian and utopian forms of comparison. Somewhat differently, 
I ask: why not compare? Comparison is an inevitable mode of human 
cognition. We need, for certain, strategies of comparison that resist the 
politics of domination and otherness. We need, as well, greater reflexiv- 
ity about the epistemology and practice of comparison. We should aim, 
in my view, for modes of comparison that work with the contradictions 
inherent in comparison, that expand the voices put in play, that cre- 
atively open up dialogue and new frameworks for reading and acting 
in the world. I have suggested that various juxtapositional methods of 
comparison in literary and cultural studies work with comparison’s in/ 
commensurability in powerfully suggestive ways consistent with efforts 
to move past centrisms and instrumentalisms of all kinds. 

To refuse comparison in foto is to stick your head in the sand. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


Crossroads, Distant Killing, and Translation: 
On the Ethics and Politics of Comparison 


Zhang Longxi 


The way (tao) of Heaven, isn’t it comparable to 
pulling a bow? 

That which is too high is lowered down; that 
which is too low is lifted up. 

That which is too much is reduced; that which 
is not enough is compensated. 

The way of Heaven is to reduce what is too 
much and compensate what is not enough. 
The way of man is not like this: 

It takes from those who have not enough and 
gives it to those who already have too much. 
Who can take the too much and give it to all 
under heaven? 

Only the one who is in possession of the tao. 
Laozi, chapter 77 


O COMPARE OR NOT TO COMPARE, unlike to be or not to be: that 

is not the question. On a most basic level, ontologically speaking, 

we cannot but compare, and we compare all the time in order 
to differentiate, recognize, understand, make judgments or decisions, 
and act upon our decisions. All our actions in cognitive and physical 
terms depend on making comparisons, and we have no other alternative 
but to compare, because as human beings we all rush into existence in 
medias res, with our living conditions and social environment, including 
language and culture, already in place, and our life is always caught in 
between what is given and what is yet possible, external reality and our 
dreams, desires, and choices. High or low, superfluity or destitution, all 
these are impossible to conceive without comparison, and it is impossible 
to achieve the appropriate equilibrium between having too much and 
having not enough without making the right choice in comparison. It is 
one of life’s little ironies that we have no choice but to choose, and when 
we choose, we must compare. The contrast between the selfplenitude 
of identity and the multiple dependence of difference is an illusion, 
because the very concept of identity is established through comparison 
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and differentiation, as Sigmund Freud has argued in psychoanalysis and 
Ferdinand de Saussure in linguistics. 

Freud describes the ego as developing according to the “reality prin- 
ciple” by constantly comparing and interacting between the desires and 
impulses of the id on the one hand and what is available in the exter- 
nal world on the other. For my purposes here, I cite a short piece by 
Freud that deals with the problem of identity and difference with direct 
reference to language in a way that reminds us of Saussure’s linguistic 
understanding. “Our conceptions arise through comparison,” says Freud 
in a review of Karl Abel’s Uber den Gegensinn der Urworte. “Were it always 
light we should not distinguish between light and dark, and accordingly 
could not have either the conception of, nor the word for, light,” Freud 
reminds us with Abel. “‘It is clear that everything on this planet is relative 
and has independent existence only in so far as it is distinguished in its 
relations to and from other things ... Man has not been able to acquire 
even his oldest and simplest conceptions otherwise than in contrast with 
their opposites; he only gradually learnt to separate the two sides of 
the antithesis and think of the one without conscious comparison with 
the other.” In psychoanalytic understanding, nothing exists without 
comparison with, and in contradistinction to, its opposite. The naive 
belief in one’s own plenitude is mere “narcissism,” typical of children 
and “primitive man,” which Freud sees as gradually dismantled by the 
progress of science: “the self-love of humanity suffered its first blow, the 
cosmological one,” when the Copernican heliocentric theory was generally 
accepted; Darwinian evolution dealt “the second, biological blow to human 
narcissism”; and Freud’s own psychoanalysis constitutes the third blow, 
“the psychological one.”? The human self is fundamentally and dynamically 
constructed in comparison and differentiation, and its development a 
process of Bildung that proceeds through a constant cycle of alienation 
and return, an endless process of learning from what is different and 
alien. 

We find an eminently comparable formulation of identity and differ- 
ence in Saussure’s structural linguistics. “The linguistic mechanism is 
geared to differences and identities,” says Saussure, “the former being 
only the counterpart of the latter.” He considers language as a system of 
mutually defining terms, in which the value of each sign is determined 
in comparison with those of other signs, and what is seen as identical is 
actually equivalent, that is, of equal values in comparison. He illustrates 
this characteristic of linguistic signs by drawing comparisons with non- 
linguistic examples. “For instance, we speak of the identity of two ‘8:25 
p-m. Geneva-to-Paris’ trains that leave at twenty-four hour intervals. We 
feel that it is the same train each day, yet everything—the locomotive, 
coaches, personnel—is probably different. Or if a street is demolished, 
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then rebuilt, we say that it is the same street even though in a material 
sense, perhaps nothing of the old one remains.”* The examples bring out 
the point that what we consider to be the same or the identical may in fact 
be quite different, and what counts as same or different is determined by 
an entire network of signs in mutual differentiation. “In language there 
are only differences,” says Saussure. “Even more important: a difference 
generally implies positive terms between which the difference is set up; 
but in language there are only differences without positive terms.”* The 
point is that identity is not self-sufficient but is defined by what it is not 
more than what it is. In other words, identity is established in and through 
comparisons. Human existence is one of relations, and the necessity of 
comparison is a given in life, which presents both a good opportunity 
and a serious challenge. 


Crossroads and Parallelism 


The difficulty of comparing and making choices is well illustrated by 
the story about an ancient Chinese philosopher Yang Zhu, who “wept 
at a crossroads, for it could lead to the south or to the north.” This 
may sound odd, but it takes a philosopher to weep at the juncture of 
uncertain possibilities, where philosophical Angst is as much about mak- 
ing comparison as it is literally about choosing the right road. Facing a 
crossroads is of course a conceptual metaphor for facing the dilemma 
of uncertain possibilities and difficult choices. As George Lakoff and 
Mark Turner argue, “metaphor resides in thought, not just in words.” 
Conceptual metaphors reveal the deep-seated metaphoricity of the mind 
that constantly puts things in comparison and maps them over one 
another. It would be sheer stupidity to take a road that may lead to the 
south or to the north without considering what may lie ahead, but it is 
the figurative or metaphorical meaning of a crossroads that enables us 
to understand Yang Zhu’s anxiety—not that he was perplexed by roads 
going in different directions, but that he feared the consequences of 
making a wrong move. 

In facing roads that diverged in a wood, Robert Frost may have shown, 
in comparison with the Chinese philosopher, a more robust sense of 
determination in simply saying that “I—/TI took the one less traveled 
by, / And that has made all the difference.”’ The last line seems to make 
a factual statement about the consequences of the road taken or the 
choice made, but what about the road not taken (which is, after all, 
the title of this famous poem)? Isn’t the statement made “with a sigh”? 
Isn’t there the suggestion of a sense of loss or regret, a tinge of sadness 
perhaps in those words? As another American poet, John Whittier, puts 
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it, “for all sad words of tongue or pen, / The saddest are these: ‘it might 
have been?" It is in comparison with what “might have been,” the lost 
opportunity of an imagined better condition, that sadness sets in. Hap- 
piness or sadness is of course a matter of perception in comparison. “All 
happy families resemble one another, each unhappy family is unhappy 
in its own way,” so begins Leo Tolstoy’s great novel Anna Karenina in a 
neat parallelism.’ The Chinese novel Romance of the Three Kingdoms starts 
likewise with a comparison, a cyclical notion of history, which presents 
unity and division as the two choices alternately made in the unfold- 
ing of dynastic history: “Speaking of the overall condition of all under 
heaven, it tends toward unity after prolonged division, and division after 
prolonged unity.” 

It could be instructive to see how many memorable beginnings of great 
novels tell us about the world, real or fictional, by way of comparison. 
Here is one of the most well known, the beginning of Charles Dickens’s 
A Tale of Two Cities: 


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was 
the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, 
it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of 
hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had noth- 
ing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the 
other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of 
its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the 
superlative degree of comparison only." 


The parallel structure of this passage is fundamentally comparative, and 
comparison is, as noted above, not just a structural given in language, 
but in the mind itself. “In giving shapes to human beings, nature always 
makes their bodies in symmetry with limbs in pairs. Through the use of 
divine principles, nothing is left in isolation,” says Liu Xie (465?-522), 
a fifth-century Chinese critic, as he traces parallelism in language and 
thinking to a natural, even divine, origin. “The mind creates literary 
expressions, and puts a hundred thoughts in the right design. The 
high and the low are mutually dependent, thus one-to-one parallels are 
naturally formed.”"? Liu Xie’s words seem perfectly suited to what we 
experience in reading the passage from Dickens. The rhetorical juxtapo- 
sition, antithesis, and parallelism are all predicated on the mental work 
of thinking in comparisons, and in reading Dickens’s depiction of an 
age full of contradictions, we seem to detect a strong rhythmic impulse 
that reveals a natural tendency toward comparison. 

For Roman Jakobson, parallelism embodies Saussure’s legacy, his 
“radical distinction between the ‘syntagmatic’ and ‘associative’ planes of 
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language,” a “fundamental dichotomy.”"’ Jakobson further develops that 
dichotomy into the two axes of “positional (namely, syntactic) contigu- 
ity” represented by metonymy and “semantic similarity” represented by 
metaphor, the interaction of which can be seen everywhere in language, 
but is particularly pronounced in literary parallelism. “Rich material 
for the study of this relationship is to be found in verse patterns which 
require a compulsory parallelism between adjacent lines,” says Jakobson, 
and he mentions examples “in Biblical poetry or in the West Finnic and, 
to some extent, the Russian oral traditions.”!! If he knew Chinese, he 
would probably have added Chinese poetry as the most exemplary, for 
the second and third couplets in a Chinese lü shi or regulated verse, 
also known as “recent-style poetry,” require the parallel structure of an 
antithesis far more strict than most other prosodies. A famous poem by 
the great Tang poet Du Fu (712-70) is unusual in having parallelism in 
every couplet, which may give us some idea of the strict prosodic rules 
for making a regulated verse in classical Chinese poetry: 


The wind is strong, the sky high, sadly the gibbons are crying, 

The islets are clear, the sands white, in circles the birds are flying. 
Boundless forests shed their leaves swirling and rustling down, 

The endless river flows with waves rolling and running near. 

Ten thousand miles, in sorrowful autumn, often as a wanderer I sigh, 
A hundred years, old and sick, alone up the high terrace I climb. 

In misery and hardships, I hate to see my hair turning all white, 

Out of ill fortune and poor health, I have lately abstained from wine.’ 


In my translation above, I try to keep the word order as close to the 
original as possible so that the parallelism of each couplet can be seen 
clearly. Each word in the adjacent lines of a couplet is put in comparison 
with its counterpart—thus “the wind is strong” and “the islets are clear,” 
“the sky high” and “the sands white,” “the gibbons are crying” and “the 
birds are flying,” “boundless forests” and “the endless river,” “ten thousand 
miles” and “a hundred years”—all these are strictly parallel and must con- 
trast to one another in meaning, grammatical category, and particularly 
tone, as Chinese has four tones and the tonal pattern forms the basis 
of the musical quality of the language. As Yu-kung Kao and Tsu-lin Mei 
note, “Jakobson’s theory can account for the facts of [Chinese] Recent 
Style poetry with greater ease than for those of Western poetry—for 
which the theory was originally intended.”’* In discussing the formation 
of Chinese phrases and the required antithetical structure of regulated 
verse, James J. Y. Liu claims that “there is a natural tendency in Chinese 
towards antithesis.” He makes a distinction between antithesis in Chinese 
poetry and parallelism in other literatures and argues that “antithesis, 
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known as tuei in Chinese, differs from ‘parallelism,’ such as in Hebrew 
poetry. Antithesis consists of strict antonyms, allowing no repetition of 
the same words, as parallelism does, TI" It is true that Chinese poetry re- 
quires a more strictly antithetical structure than biblical parallelism, but 
the principle of its structure is comparative, and in that sense, antithesis 
can be seen as a subspecies of parallelism, not something entirely differ- 
ent in kind. Indeed, whether it is identity through differentiation in a 
psychological or a linguistic sense, crossroads as a conceptual metaphor 
or contradictions juxtaposed at the beginning of a novel, the antithesis 
in a Chinese regulated verse or parallelism in biblical poetry, all these 
are fundamentally related to comparison, which proves to be the modus 
operandi of thinking and language. 

In the postmodern critique of fundamentals, we are told not to es- 
sentialize anything and not to hold things in a metaphysical hierarchy, as 
though any kind of comparison or differentiation, any value judgment, or 
any order of things would result in a repressive regime that privileges one 
and, of necessity, excludes all other alternatives. That may explain why 
some feel uneasy about comparison and question its validity, but if we do 
not compare and prioritize at all among a number of possibilities, we can- 
not move, and there would be no action, no narrative, no literature, and 
no history. Weeping at a crossroads may be in itself a temporary choice, 
but eventually you need to choose a road and move on. Otherwise, you 
may shed a lot of tears, but your life remains an empty possibility, not a 
lived experience. The point is, again, not that we can choose to compare 
or not to compare, but that we need to make reasonable comparisons 
and good choices rather than bad ones. Good and bad, in a profoundly 
ethical and political sense as the comparison and the choice we make, 
have consequences affecting our own lives as well as the lives of others. 
Since comparison is something we always do anyway, all the talk about 
whether to compare is but idle talk. The question is not whether, but 
how; it is a matter of the relevance or reasonableness of the comparison 
we make, and of its consequences and implications. 


Killing a Chinese Mandarin 


Kwame Anthony Appiah presents cosmopolitanism as a moral choice, 
the idea that “no local loyalty can ever justify forgetting that each hu- 
man being has responsibilities to every other," Here local closeness is 
compared with, or contrasted to, the distance of the “other,” whose fate 
and condition may seem far from one’s immediate concerns. Distance in 
time and space is a matter of comparison: How far does one’s obligation 
or responsibility extend to a stranger as compared to one’s relatives or 


52 THE STAKES OF COMPARISON 


close friends? How does one treat someone unseen or even unknown 
in comparison with one’s own group or community? In this context, 
Appiah recalls a scene in Balzac’s novel Le Père Goriot, where Eugène 
Rastignac talks to a friend and poses a question he attributes, errone- 
ously, to Jacques Rousseau. “Have you read Rousseau?,” asks Rastignac. 
“Do you recall the passage where he asks the reader what he’d do if he 
could make himself rich by killing an old mandarin in China merely 
by willing it, without budging from Paris?” The killing of a Chinese 
mandarin far from France by mere volition, without ever getting close 
and dirtying one’s hands, and therefore without the danger of being 
found out and punished, is presumably something a Frenchman might 
fancy in view of getting the mandarin’s wealth in return. Like Yang Zhu 
weeping at a crossroads, wondering whether to kill a mandarin in China 
may serve as another conceptual metaphor with philosophical implica- 
tions. “Rastignac’s question is splendidly philosophical,” Appiah notes. 
“Who but a philosopher would place magical murder in one pan of the 
scales and a million gold louis in the other?””” Weighing a stranger’s 
life on a balance against a million gold louis vividly evokes the point of 
moral choice and challenges one to consider the ethical and political 
implications of comparison, and also the core idea of cosmopolitanism as 
extending one’s moral responsibilities to distant outsiders and strangers. 
Rastignac’s question, however, does not come from Rousseau, but more 
likely from Adam Smith in a passage in The Theory of Moral Sentiments 
(1760), where Smith speculates how a European might react to the news 
of an imagined earthquake that suddenly wiped out “the great empire of 
China.” Though a decent European might feel sorry for “the misfortune 
of that unhappy people” and reflect on “the precariousness of human 
life,” the death of millions of Chinese would seem insignificant in com- 
parison with the smallest pain that might happen to his own person. “If 
he is to lose his little finger to-morrow,” writes Smith, “he would not sleep 
to-night; but, provided he never saw them, he will snore with the most 
profound security over the ruin of a hundred millions of his brethren, 
and the destruction of that immense multitude seems plainly an object 
less interesting to him, than this paltry misfortune of his own. "7 
Appiah sees both Smith and Balzac posing a question about the moral 
implications of physical and psychological distance, responsibility, and 
emotional involvement, all based on the comparison of gain and loss: “If 
we were to apportion our efforts to the strength of our feelings, we would 
sacrifice a hundred millions to save our little finger (Smith’s inference); 
and if we would do that (this is Rastignac’s corollary), we would surely 
sacrifice a single faraway life to gain a great fortune.”” Ethics is all about 
making the right moral choice, and what constitutes the right choice is 
based on the comparison of the good and the bad, and sometimes the 
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bad and the less bad. For Appiah, cosmopolitanism implies giving up kill- 
ing a mandarin in China, even if it also means giving up the opportunity 
to get rich without much effort or risk. It is a moral choice made not 
because of a simple sense of sympathy, but because “we are responsive 
to what Adam Smith called ‘reason, principle, conscience, the inhabitant 
of the breast.’”’? Cosmopolitanism, therefore, is not something natural 
or intuitive, but it requires a lot of sound thinking and reasonable com- 
parison, a choice consciously made after careful deliberations. 

In a learned essay on the theme of killing a Chinese mandarin, Carlo 
Ginzburg traces the idea of the moral implications of distance to the 
works of Diderot and Chateaubriand, thus establishing a French lineage 
for Rastignac’s question in Le Père Goriot. “Distance in space or time 
weakened all feelings and all sorts of guilty conscience, even of crime,” 
says Diderot. “The assassin, removed to the shores of China, can no 
longer see the corpse which he left bleeding on the banks of the Seine. 
Remorse springs perhaps less from horror of oneself than from fear of 
others; less from shame at what one has done than from the blame and 
punishment it would bring if it were found out.” It is interesting that 
both Adam Smith and Diderot used China to suggest huge distance. 
In the eighteenth century, because of the Jesuit missionaries’ letters 
and reports, China was very much on the minds of European thinkers, 
though for the average person, it was still a faraway place, probably on 
the margins of some imaginary mappa mundi, and thus suitable as a 
symbol of the greatest distance possible. 

Ginzburg points out that the assassin who left Paris for China in 
Diderot’s work re-emerged in François-René de Chateaubriand’s popular 
work The Genius of Christianity, where the author writes, “I put to myself 
this question: ‘If thou couldst by a mere wish kill a fellow-creature in 
China, and inherit his fortune in Europe, with the supernatural convic- 
tion that the fact would never be known, wouldst thou consent to form 
such a wish?” The question obviously responds to Diderot’s hypo- 
thetical situation and is almost identical to Rastignac’s in Balzac’s novel. 
Chateaubriand, as Ginzburg notes, “created a new story: the victim is a 
Chinese; the murderer, a European; a reason for the murder—financial 
gain.” Chateaubriand, however, used that hypothetical murder of a 
Chinese to prove the ubiquitous presence of conscience, particularly 
from a Christian point of view. However he tried to rationalize the distant 
killing of a Chinese, eventually, says Chateaubriand, “in spite of all my 
useless subterfuges, I hear a voice in the recesses of my soul, protesting so 
loudly against the mere idea of such a supposition, that I cannot for one 
moment doubt the reality of conscience.””’ In Balzac’s novel, Rastignac’s 
friend likewise eventually rejects the temptation and chooses to extend 
his moral responsibility to a stranger despite the enormous distance. 
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In The Hypothetical Mandarin, Eric Hayot considers “killing a Chinese 
mandarin” to be “a generic philosopheme for the question of how best 
to be, or to become, a modern, sympathetic human being.” In the “civi- 
lizing” process of European life and sentiments during the eighteenth 
and the nineteenth centuries, China was both on the margin as a sign 
of the distant “Other” and an “empire of cruelties,” a barbaric foil to 
contrast with civilized Europe, “a horizon of horizons.” In an article on 
the same subject, Iddo Landau discusses killing a mandarin as a thought 
experiment, a philosophical hypothesis that reveals the deep-seated self- 
deception of all human beings, that people are often worse than they 
think they are, that most people “are ready to, or have significant dif- 
ficulty in refusing to, murder a human being, if it is clear that we would 
never be caught,” thus highlighting “the importance, or centrality, of 
society’s supervision over us.” From a European or American point of 
view, a Chinese mandarin signifies an unknown person from a distant 
place, but the philosophical import of this thought experiment needs 
not be limited to just European or American. In fact, the fantasy of kill- 
ing a person at great distance without the risk of dire consequences is 
not at all an alien idea in Chinese imagination. In a satirical essay on 
“Chinese Fantasies,” the influential modern writer Lu Xun observes: 
“There is another small fantasy. That is, with a gentle hum a man can 
send out a ray of white light from his nostrils and kill his hated enemy 
or opponent, no matter how far away it is. The white light will return 
and no one will know who’s done the killing. How nice and carefree it is 
to be able to kill someone and have no troubles for it!”*! In his study of 
classical Chinese fiction, Lu Xun notes that such fantasies, stories of “rid- 
ing on clouds and flying daggers,” were already popular in the literature 
of the Song dynasty from the twelfth to the mid-thirteenth centuries.” 
Such fantasies of distant killing seem to anticipate the Western fantasy 
of killing a Chinese mandarin, but the significant difference is that the 
Chinese fantasy does not have a Frenchman or Englishman as the target. 
This lack of particularity reveals something specific about modern and 
European coloniality that we cannot relate to those classical stories of 
Chinese fantasies. 

Hayot refers to a version of killing a Chinese mandarin in Gertrude 
Stein’s Everybody’s Autobiography, in which she remarks that “many people 
had thought it was funny when, in her opera Four Saints in Three Acts, 
‘they asked Saint Therese what would she do if by touching a button she 
could kill three thousand Chinamen and the chorus said Saint Therese 
not interested.” Saint Therese here shows her saintly quality and 
moral conscience, but thanks to the progress of science and technology, 
particularly in the manufacturing of increasingly more sophisticated and 
powerful modern weaponry, the distant killing of thousands of people by 
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pushing a button in a bomber or a missile base is no longer an abstract 
philosophical hypothesis or literary fantasy, but a real choice available 
for the politicians and military commanders to make (and have made) 
in the world today. On the one hand, the development of science has 
made it possible to kill from a distance, but on the other, because the 
fantasy of distant killing has become a real and lethal possibility, and more 
importantly a possibility no longer exclusively European and American, 
killing a Chinese mandarin has lost its guarantee of safety in its original 
imaginary form. In comparison with the time of Diderot and Balzac, 
then, science and moral sensibility in our time have almost eliminated 
the distance—physical and psychological—between China and the West, 
and has given the metaphor of killing a Chinese mandarin a definite 
feel of datedness, an unsavory flavor of Western racism and imperial- 
ism, which the original metaphor purports to question and challenge in 
the works of Adam Smith, Diderot, Chateaubriand, Balzac, and others. 

When Adam Smith imagined an earthquake that destroyed “the great 
empire of China,” he probably had in mind the real, devastating earth- 
quake that had destroyed the city of Lisbon in 1755, which inspired 
Voltaire to write his Poème sur le désastre de Lisbonne and Candide, in which 
he satirized Leibniz’s optimistic idea of “the best of all possible worlds.” 
That famous earthquake had a profound influence on the Enlightenment 
philosophers and helped change European thinking and society in many 
ways. If the Lisbon earthquake was indeed the background for Smith’s 
imaginary earthquake in China, for at the time China seemed so far away 
from Europe that such natural disasters could only be imagined by the 
Europeans, then we may compare Smith’s imaginary earthquake with 
the real and hugely destructive Sichuan earthquake that shook China in 
May 2008, or the horrible earthquake, tsunami, and dangerous radioac- 
tive leaks at the Fukushima nuclear power plant in Japan in March 2011. 
Both these earthquakes in Asia were immediately reported the world 
over through satellite TV and extensive international news coverage 
that made them a compelling reality felt far beyond China or Japan, at 
least in people’s consciousness, such that it became rather difficult for 
an average European or American with any degree of decency to brush 
it aside as if nothing had happened. Intercontinental travel, Internet, 
e-mail, Facebook, Twitter, television, and world news reports—all these 
common features of the digital age—have made the world seem much 
smaller. What was distant one hundred years ago now seems close to 
home in the so-called global village. 

If distance diminishes the intensity of emotional responses, then, 
compared with the time of Adam Smith or Balzac, have modern science 
and technology diminished the distance between different parts of the 
world, say, between China and Europe? That killing a Chinese mandarin 
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has gone out of currency in the usage of our time may suggest a positive 
answer. And yet, whether one is to extend one’s moral responsibilities 
to distant strangers as compared to one’s relatives and close neighbors 
is still a choice to be made, still a matter of comparison each time we 
face a real issue. We find ourselves still facing a crossroads that calls for 
careful comparisons and reasonable decisions. 


A Critique of Untranslatability 


Translation is all about comparison, about finding comparable or 
equivalent expressions in one language for those in another, and in 
recent theoretical reflections, translation is often taken to be a model 
for comparative literature. “Global translation is another name for com- 
parative literature,” as Emily Apter puts it.** So far, I have argued for the 
necessity of comparison, so translation as inherently comparative is also, 
I would argue, always necessary and possible. Much of recent Western 
theorizing, however, has focused on the notion of untranslatability, the 
idea that translation is impossible. Apter’s “Twenty Theses on Transla- 
tion” begins with “nothing is translatable,” though paradoxically or 
dialectically, it ends at just the opposite position: “everything is translat- 
able.” Untranslatability in Apter’s argument, however, does not really 
mean incomparability and therefore does not mean the impossibility of 
translation. Untranslatability is a misnomer. 

There is always this dream of untranslatability, what John Sallis calls “the 
dream of nontranslation”: “What would it mean not to translate?,” asks 
Sallis. “What would it mean to begin thinking beyond all translation?”*® 
If thinking is speaking to oneself, as Plato and Kant have argued, it is 
already thinking in language and therefore, Sallis asserts, “it will never 
have outstripped such translation ...in other words, for thinking to 
begin beyond such translation would mean its collapse into a muteness 
that could mean nothing at all; incapable of signification, it would have 
ceased—if thinking is speaking to oneself—even to be thinking. It would 
have risked a captivation that falls short even of silence, if indeed silence 
is possible only for one who can speak, "77 But mystics and philosophical 
mysticism have always dreamed of that silence, and despite his effort 
to refute it, Sallis has to admit that “attestations to untranslatability 
abound.” They abound particularly in recent theorizing in translation 
studies, in which the idea of untranslatability denies languages their basic 
comparability. 

In her introduction to a volume of essays on translation, Sandra 
Bermann reminds us that the semantic “overlap” of words in differ- 
ent languages, on which translation is based, can only be partial, that 
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words seemingly synonymous are in fact untranslatable, “as is attested 
by Benjamin’s famous example of "Brot versus ‘pain’ or Saussure’s 
equally well-known discussion of ‘mouton’ versus the English ‘mutton’ 
and ‘sheep.’”*® That no two languages or linguistic expressions totally 
overlap is a basic fact that calls for comparison and translation in the 
first place, but when Benjamin claims that “the word Brot means some- 
thing different to a German than the word pain to a Frenchman, that 
these words are not interchangeable for them, that, in fact, they strive 
to exclude each other,” he is making a clear distinction, “distinguishing 
the intended object from the mode of intention.” As though to forestall 
misunderstanding, Benjamin immediately goes on to add: “As to the 
intended object, however, the two words mean the very same thing.”*° 
For Benjamin, the mode of intention or the way in which the intended 
object manifests itself is always couched in a particular language and 
makes sense only in that language. Brot makes sense in German and 
differs from pain in French, but he also argues that different languages 
with their different modes of intention can intend “the very same thing,” 
or relate to the same referential intentionality. Benjamin does not, in 
other words, endorse the idea of untranslatability. On the contrary, he 
emphatically states that “the translatability of linguistic creations ought 
to be considered even if men should prove unable to translate them.”” 
Benjamin argues that beyond their different idioms and modes of inten- 
tion, all languages want to express a deep intention realized in a “pure 
language.”* It is this pure language that one tries to translate, and it is 
in this pure language that translation finds its ultimate legitimacy. 
Benjamin’s idea of the task of the translator, as Antoine Berman com- 
ments, “would consist of a search, beyond the buzz of empirical languages, 
for the ‘pure language’ which each language carries within itself as its 
messianic echo. Such an aim, which has nothing to do with the ethical 
aim, is rigorously metaphysical in the sense that it platonically searches 
a ‘truth’ beyond natural languages.” For Benjamin, translatability is 
rooted in the very nature of languages and their comparable intention- 
ality; it is confirmation of the possibility of translation on a conceptual 
level, even though on a technical level, some words or expressions may 
prove to be untranslatable. “The very aim of translation—to open up in 
writing a certain relation with the Other, to fertilize what is one’s Own 
through the mediation of what is Foreign,” says Berman, “is diametrically 
opposed to the ethnocentric structure of every culture, that species of 
narcissism by which every society wants to be a pure and unadulterated 
Whole.”“ The idea of untranslatability is wrong because it is based, wit- 
tingly or unwittingly, on that narcissistic desire of cultural and linguistic 
purity, the ethnocentric illusion that one’s own language and culture are 
unique, superior to, and incomparable with, any other. Or, in a different 
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way, it is wrong because it keeps the Other as absolutely Other, as totally 
different from one’s self, with no possibility of comparison, understand- 
ing, and communication. Translation as comparison of the Other with 
what is one’s Own is thus deeply ethical as the act of communication 
and the establishment of a human relationship. 

But in a discussion of the ethics of translation, Robert Eaglestone 
deliberately goes against the widely accepted view “that translation is 
central to the ethical philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas,” and puts forward 
his own counterargument that “Levinas’s work offers an understanding 
of ethics that suggests the impossibility of translation.” According to 
Eaglestone, “Levinas’s thought is about translation—but that movement 
is heading out from the community to the other, precisely where trans- 
lation is impossible. Levinas argues for an unending (and so infinite) 
ethical responsibility incumbent on each of us. The counterintuitive 
conclusion is that we are each responsible for those we do not, cannot, 
and could not understand.”* But with such total alienation and lack of 
understanding, how can one establish an ethical relationship with the 
Other in an intense engagement, what Levinas calls “the face-to-face with 
the Other”?*’ What Levinas calls “face” denotes the presence and alterity 
of the Other, but he speaks of human relationships, not of automatons. 
“Face to face with the other man that a man can indeed approach as 
presence,” the thinking subject is exposed, says Levinas, “to the defense- 
less nakedness of the face, the lot or misery of the human ... to the 
loneliness of the face and hence to the categorical imperative of assum- 
ing responsibility for that misery.” For Levinas, it is the “Word of God” 
that commits us to such a moral responsibility, hence “a responsibility 
impossible to gainsay.”** With such an absolute moral command, ethics 
is injected into hermeneutics, and the dialogic relationship with the 
Other in understanding is recast as the real and practical questions of 
human relationships and responsibilities: questions of comparison and 
moral choice. Denying understanding is thus to deny recognition of the 
“face” of the Other, its suffering and misery, its basic humanity; it is to 
put the Other at the fantastic end of exoticism as pure difference, or 
at the endlessly remote distance where untranslatability turns into total 
indifference. The ethical implication of translation as communication 
is the comparison of the Other and one’s self, the extension of moral 
responsibilities to the Other in comparison with one’s own relatives and 
one’s own community. 

When Emily Apter draws on Alain Badiou to “rethink translation studies 
from the standpoint of the presumption that ‘nothing is translatable,’” she 
acknowledges that her notion of “the translation zone is established on the 
basis of the philological relation.” To limit comparison to philological 
relations with common etymons in languages and shared sociohistorical 
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conditions, however, is a very limited view, almost of the old-fashioned 
littérature comparée with its positivistic emphasis on rapports de fait. What 
Badiou does is to discard all those philological and cultural relations 
in the comfort zone and to compare a classical Arabic poet, Labid ben 
Rabi’a, with the French poet Mallarmé across huge chasms and gulfs 
in culture and language. Badiou does not have much faith in the old- 
fashioned comparative literature, nor does he consider much translation 
of great poets adequate, but he is not at all inimical to comparison. On 
the contrary, he believes “in the universality of great poems, even when 
they are represented in the almost invariably disastrous approximation 
that translation represents.” “Comparison,” says Badiou, “can serve as a 
sort of experimental verification of this universality.” Translation may 
be miserably inadequate as “disastrous approximation,” but it is surely 
not impossible. Here we may recall Benjamin’s remark that “the translat- 
ability of linguistic creations ought to be considered even if men should 
prove unable to translate them.” For Badiou, it is comparison that makes 
understanding possible despite disastrous translations. In his comparative 
work, as Apter well describes it, “for all the obstacles posed by transla- 
tion, ‘great poems’ surmount the difficulty of being worlds apart and 
manage to achieve universal significance. This poetic singularity against 
all odds challenges the laws of linguistic territorialization that quarantine 
language groups in communities ‘of their own kind’ (as in Romance or 
East Asian languages) or enforce a condition in which monolingualisms 
coexist without relation.”*! That is exactly what comparative literature for 
our time should be—comparison not just within but beyond and across 
philologically linked language groups, across Romance and East Asian 
languages. “Badiou’s literary universalism, built on affinities of the Idea 
(‘une proximité dans la pensée’) rather than on philological connections 
or shared sociohistorical trajectories,” says Apter, “defines a kind of com- 
paratisme quand même that complements the militant credo of his political 
philosophy.” For Badiou, the very act of comparison bears witness and 
serves as “experimental verification” of the universality of radically differ- 
ent literary works brought into comparison. That, in my view, holds out 
an exciting and promising prospect for comparative literature more ef- 
fectively than the translatability of everything into everything else by, into, 
or through digital codes in an age of advanced computer technologies. 


Concluding Remarks: The Inevitability 
of Comparison 


The Self and the Other are invariably correlated as identity and dif- 
ference or, more precisely, as identity through comparison and differ- 
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entiation. This can find another formulation in Spinoza’s famous motto 
omni determinatio est negatio “determination is negation.” To determine 
or ascertain one’s Self is necessarily to relate to the Other in an act of 
comparison and differentiation; thus Spinoza puts forth the following as 
an ethical proposition: “Every individual thing, or everything which is finite 
and has a conditioned existence, cannot exist or be conditioned to act, 
unless it be conditioned for existence and action by a cause other than 
itself.” Freud and Saussure made the same argument in psychoanalysis 
and linguistics, which all confirm that comparison or differentiation 
is ontologically and epistemologically necessary, inevitable, and always 
already functioning. That is also the core of this essay’s argument. 

Parallelism and antithesis are obviously predicated on comparison, 
while the conceptual metaphors of a crossroads and distant killing help 
bring out the necessity as well as the challenge of comparison as a risky 
business with moral and political implications. Cosmopolitanism as a 
moral choice is seen as deeply comparative in the sense that it measures 
the distance of the Other against one’s loyalty to one’s relatives and local 
community, and argues for extension of one’s responsibilities to distant 
strangers and outsiders. Finally, translation is inherently comparative, as 
it involves the Self and the Other, what is one’s Own and what is Foreign, 
the close and the distant. It is essential not only because it engages dif- 
ferent languages and their comparability, but because understanding and 
communication are, in a broad sense, necessary for forming any human 
relationships. Translation, in that sense, is then a fundamental form of 
communication like dialogue, and thus a form as essential to Mikhail 
Bakhtin as it is to Levinas. Bakhtin puts it very well: “Io be means to 
communicate dialogically. When dialogue ends, everything ends. Thus 
dialogue, by its very essence, cannot and must not come to an end.”” 
We may say in the same vein that comparison, by its very essence, can- 
not and will not come to an end. Bakhtin’s insistence on dialogue thus 
becomes as much a moral imperative as Benjamin’s insistence on translat- 
ability or Badiou’s insistence on comparatisme quand méme. Comparison, 
we realize, is what we must always do to exist and to act, and therefore 
what and how we compare—and what follow as consequences of our 
comparison—truly deserve our critical attention. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 


Axes of Comparison 


Haun Saussy 


EADERS OF JOSE RIZAL’S NOVEL Noli me Tangere (1887)—like 
the readers, perhaps more numerous among comparatist scholars, 
f Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1998)—will 
remember the visit by the hero of the novel, Ibarra, to the botanical 
garden of Manila. There, says the narrator, he is beset by the “demon of 
comparisons.” His overly well-traveled eye makes him see this genuinely 
tropical garden as a faded, diminished replica of the artificially tropical 
gardens of Madrid, Paris, and London. This is the work of comparison, 
its violence, one might say.' Not in a paradise, but in a parody of Eden 
where the work of the name-giving Adam is everywhere on display, the 
returned colonial encounters the devil. 

It is hard to elicit many cheers for comparison these days. The edi- 
tors of this volume admit the good and the bad, saying that comparison 
may be “a homogenizing process... that distorts the uniqueness of 
the objects being compared, reduces them to variants on a common 
standard, and relies on a downgrading of certain cultures in relation 
to others” (that’s the bad stuff), but it is also “an analogical form of 
human cognition ... indispensable to understanding and creativity” 
(that’s the good stuff). They go on to say that “comparisons can indeed 
be insidious . . . But acts of comparing are also crucial for the register- 
ing of inequalities and for struggles against the unjust distribution of 
resources.” In this essay I attempt to provide more detail on all these 
counts, and ask if we can successfully separate the goodness of comparison 
from its bad aspects, or if the bad examples are bad not because they 
are comparisons but because they misapply, misconstrue, or otherwise 
abuse a blameless mode of thought. 

Several authors in the special issue of New Literary History from which 
this book derives recalled “in broad outline... the rise of the mod- 
ern fields of comparative studies in nineteenth-century Europe.”* The 
lexicographical work and to some extent the intellectual history behind 
these outlines were performed some time ago by René Wellek in a pair 
of classic essays seeking to trace the origin of comparative literature. 
Robert Lowth (1710-87), once Professor of Poetry at Oxford University, 
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was one of the first to speak of a comparative method, and it may be 
typical of our magpie discipline that he did so while trying to illustrate a 
philological discussion with terms borrowed from astronomy. His Lectures 
on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews (1753; translated into English, 1787) 
demonstrated to the learned of Europe that the psalms, prophets, and 
many other parts of the Bible were written in verse, but a type of verse 
that had become unrecognizable: parallelismus membrorum he called it, or 
the articulation of similar or opposite meanings in successive verses, a 
kind of semantic rhyme.’ In preparing his readers’ minds to receive the 
inhabitual word-craft of the ancient Hebrews, so far from the standard 
mid-eighteenth-century English understanding of poetry, Lowth warned 
them that it is not 


enough to be acquainted with the language of this people, their manners, disci- 
pline, rites, and ceremonies; we must even investigate their inmost sentiments, 
the manner and connexion of their thoughts; in one word, we must see all 
things with their eyes, estimate all things by their opinions; we must endeavor as 
much as possible to read Hebrew as the Hebrews would have read it. We must 
act as the astronomers with regard to that branch of their science which is called 
comparative, who, in order to form a more perfect idea of the general system, 
and its different parts, conceive themselves as passing through, and surveying 
the whole universe, migrating from one planet to another, and becoming for a 
short time inhabitants of each. Thus they clearly contemplate, and accurately 
estimate what each possesses peculiar to itself with respect to situation, celerity, 
satellites, and its relation to the rest; thus they distinguish what and how different 
an appearance of the universe is exhibited according to the different situations 
from which it is contemplated.” 


To put oneself into the place of another and survey the universe from 
that point of view: this is what Lowth knows as the comparative method, 
and Wellek applauds him for “formulat[ing] the ideal of comparative 
study well enough.” But let us mark what might make his analogy un- 
available for the linguistic or cultural pluralism that forms the basis of 
comparative cultural work today. Lowth’s analogy makes sense only if we 
have agreed that there is a single universe that can be examined from 
a variety of points of view, points that are mutually intelligible, defined 
by a common standard, and consistently calculable. But because the 
disciplines of language and culture deal most of all with questions of 
value, which put that very mutuality and commensurability always in 
doubt, our contemporaries would find it impossible to make a claim like 
Lowth’s. Anyone who did so would be considered not well intentioned 
or empathetic, but presumptuous, oblivious of the other’s otherness. 

Lowth’s usage was not repeated in eighteenth-century literary scholar- 
ship. “Comparative” remained a word and a mode for the natural sciences. 
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Perhaps this has to do with the difference between beauty and truth, or 
between the particular and the general, for comparison reveals structure 
by obliterating some of the immediacy and particularity of its objects. So 
close an observer as George Stubbs, the British animal painter, could use 
“comparative” as the label for his series of parallel engravings designed 
to raise observation to theory.’ They show the dissimilar bodies of a man, 
a tiger, and a chicken engaged in identical pursuits (standing, running, 
leaping). Identity of function here draws out the different structures that 
realize it in each animal. Not a bone-for-bone correspondence, Stubbs’s 
analogies show the tiger’s knees and elbows carrying different weight 
and espousing different shapes from the man’s, and the chicken’s knee 
echoing the man’s knee, but as if turned back to front. The action of a 
joint or limb thus separates from its observable anatomical shape and 
suggests a common body plan, with strong variations, across distinct 
species. 

Wellek credits the French naturalist Georges Cuvier with making the 
use of the word “comparative” prominent and, through his publications 
and popular lectures, with extending it into many domains of knowledge. 
Cuvier’s contribution to European intellectual life was not only in clas- 
sifying the animal kingdom but in a particular idea of organic form. He 
called it “the law of coexistence,” the functional interdependence of the 
parts of an organism. 


In the living state, the organs are not only next to one another, but... act on 
one another and contribute together to a common end. For this reason, should 
any of the organs undergo a modification, its influence will extend to all the 
others. Those modifications that cannot coexist rule one another out; other 
modifications demand their counterparts, so to speak, not only in organs that 
are in immediate contact with one another but even in those that at first glance 
appear to be most distant and independent from one another .. . 

No bone can vary in its facets, in its curvature, or in its protruberances, without 
the others undergoing proportionate variations and it is possible to derive from 
the observation of a single bone conclusions about the whole of the skeleton.’ 


In Cuvier’s epistemology, the word “comparative” stood for a double 
guarantee of systematic character: the idea that an animal was a tightly 
interdependent system of parts, and the promise that random or me- 
chanical variation would be absent from a synoptic view of the whole 
animal kingdom. In the inventory of beasts past and present, nature 
had created prodigious variations limited only by conditions of physical 
impossibility. Cuvier’s zoo is a network of interlocking relationships and 
the model for such classificatory and genealogical projects as comparative 
grammar, comparative law, comparative architecture, and comparative 
literature, all dating from the early nineteenth century and all combining 
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curiosity about difference with a drive toward integration that lets no 
detail escape into randomness. Ralph Waldo Emerson, visiting the 
Cabinet of Natural History in Cuvier’s Jardin des Plantes in 1833, was 
overcome: “How much finer things are in composition than alone,” he 
wrote. “The limits of the possible are enlarged, and the real is stranger 
than the imaginary . . . The Universe is a more amazing puzzle than ever 
as you glance along this bewildering series of animated forms—the hazy 
butterflies, the carved shells, the birds, beasts, fishes, snakes—and the 
upheaving principle of life everywhere incipient in the very rock aping 
organized forms.”" 

Emerson caught the excitement that once attached to the term “com- 
parative.” The method of bringing things “in composition” and letting 
them reveal their commonalities led to a single “upheaving principle 
of life” that might even be read in the lifeless rocks, so strong was the 
impression it made on the human observer. But there precisely is the 
difference with the situation of the humanities today: no single principle, 
upheaving, aufhebend or otherwise, is easily discernible in the documents 
we study, and anyone who proposed to discern one would instantly be 
blamed for bad universalism, heedlessly invading others’ fields of research, 
pursuing an imperial project of reductivism, and the like. I take this to 
be both a sociological fact about the way we manage our disciplines and 
an epistemological obstacle: on the one hand, a grand synthesis seems 
improbable; on the other hand, it seems threatening. Why should this 
be so? Other disciplines, too, have trouble building their observations 
into an overarching unity, but the idea that it would be a bad thing to 
try to do so is not so widespread among historians, philosophers, and 
linguists, for example, as it is among literary scholars. Aside from our 
division into national fields and the sense that maintaining the divisions 
keeps the fields alive (on which more below), the reason we have a bad 
conscience about such projects is that we, like many anthropologists, 
are sharply aware of hypocritical universalism. The abhorrence we feel 
toward it makes us suspicious of the whole comparative enterprise. A 
vivid example is given in the present collection by R. Radhakrishnan, who 
observes that “the comparative act, in enabling a new form of recogni- 
tion along one axis, perpetrates dire misrecognition along another"? 
The two dynamics of recognition and misrecognition—or perhaps, to 
put it in another critic’s idiom, blindness and insight—do not reconcile 
in a higher synthesis. Radhakrishnan works out the problem through an 
example: 


What happens when a literary critic compares the feminism in Tamil of 
[Ambai] ... with the feminisms of say, Adrienne Rich, or Virginia Woolf, or 
Hélène Cixous? ... What is indeed amazing is that despite different historical 
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grounding and location, these writers come up with “comparable” articula- 
tions .. . But here lies the problem: whereas someone like Cixous achieves this 
awareness as a function of her interlocution with Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, 
psychoanalysis, and structuralism in general, Ambai’s formulations are the result 
of her interactions with Indian political economy, Indian nationalist and feminist 
discourses, and aspects of Hindu Advaitic philosophy. Once the commonality 
is figured out at the level of “knowing,” it feels as though the real differences 
between Ambai and Rich at the level of “being” do not matter; where each of 
them comes from turns into a mere empirical detail at the service of a more 
meaningful theoretical enterprise . . . what happens to those areas in each work 
that remain “indigenous” and are not relevant to the common ground area of 
the comparison? Would these areas be abandoned . . . as mere hinterlands whose 
function is nothing more than prepping and propping up the avant-garde area 
of comparison?” 


More meaningful? To whom? Is this sarcasm? The alliteration in “prep- 
ping and propping up” sounds dismissive and telegraphs to the reader 
which, of the “indigenous” and the “avant-garde,” is to be supported. 

Using more general language, Radhakrishnan notes that “the point 
to be made here is that the act of comparison has the capacity and the 
potential, depending on which powers are backing the project, to sup- 
plant a prior epistemological project with a new one.” Talk of “powers 
backing the project” makes comparison sound instrumental, even mer- 
cenary. It sounds as if comparative literature, when it harvests the fruits 
of close reading in a particular language and tradition, always does so 
in order to package and export them to some alien destination, “sup- 
planting a prior epistemological project with a new one.” But is “sup- 
planting” necessarily the right word? It carries connotations of usurpa- 
tion, of misappropriation. Is it necessarily true that the “new project” in 
the case of the Lakshmi-Rich-Woolf-Cixous comparison will necessarily 
obliterate the local flavor and commitments of the writers discussed, 
or is the point that this will tend to be the outcome? Is the example a 
call to vigilance or an admission of futility? Let us take it as the former. 
Rather than assume that the local, empirical, nonmainstream interests 
of a writer will always be erased by a new, falsely global but actually 
provincial translation into the canon and idiom of the North Atlantic 
academy (I assume these to be the “powers” in question), would it not 
be better to insist that comparison does its job poorly when it reduces 
too effectively, when it discards too much of the prior context that gave 
a work its meaning in the first instance? If the trouble with comparison 
is that it systematically filters out, as impurities, the elements in a work 
of literature that are associated with women, persons of color, speakers 
of languages, and users of concepts developed that appear exotic to the 
denizens of London, Paris, and Berlin, as Radhakrishnan seems to be 
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saying, is this a problem that can be corrected by rejecting comparison? 
Can the postcolonial critic exorcize the “demon of comparisons,” or is 
the haunting definitive? 

Seeking a corrective, Radhakrishnan pursues “the unquiet of the 
Self-Other problematic”: “Let us say then, that prior to the comparatist 
endeavor we have the English subject, the French subject, the German 
subject, the Indian subject, and so on.”"* Is this a good starting point? 
It has the advantage of not introducing a falsely universal subject (the 
human subject in general) as the standard of comparison, but it has the 
disadvantage of reproducing the structure of our academic departments 
of “national languages,” themselves a diverted reproduction of the struc- 
ture of the face of the earth as divided into nations, each with its passport, 
language, customs, laws, ways of being, cuisine, flag, heroines, heroes, 
and so forth. It has the further disadvantage of potentially legitimating 
the kind of relativism that political nations like to use to quash debate 
within their frontiers. Stipulating that what we have prior to the com- 
paratist endeavor is “the English subject, the French subject, the Indian 
subject, and so on” has the effect of specifying the task of comparison 
as stating the differences and commonalities of the worldviews of the 
subjects so constituted—which may be a vain and fruitless task, from the 
moment we look at conditions that pay no heed to national borders. 

The step away from putative universalism is needed. But what is it a 
step toward? By bringing up national identities, Radhakrishnan wants to 
point to a condition of inequality among intellectual producers, a con- 
dition that guarantees wider distribution and greater remuneration to 
some people and ideas, while putting formidable obstacles on the path 
of others. Literary comparison as currently practiced does not often resist 
this condition. It would be wrong to accept it as the way of the world. 
The question before comparatists is, does our discipline naturalize this 
inequality? The discussion about “world literature” has been one of the 
channels for exploring the issue—or, to put it less blandly, one of the 
subfields that perpetuate the problem. Analogies with economics and 
political power are never far from the surface in those discussions—some- 
times crude analogies, as when we hear that a rising country deserves a 
Nobel Prize for one of its admired writers, sometimes more subtle, as with 
accounts of literary reputation mechanisms that draw from Wallerstein 
or Bourdieu.” 

World literature as comparative or competitive. that is one way of put- 
ting the problem. Pheng Cheah summons up Hobbes, Locke, Rousseau, 
and Kant to trace the emergence of literary comparison from a theme 
in the history of social thought that sees the act of comparing oneself 
with others as sometimes generous (putting oneself in another’s place) 
and sometimes invidious (ranking oneself against others), two moves 
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that Cheah calls “a hospitable and a competitive relation to alterity.”'® 
There is the good comparison that acknowledges the other, and the bad 
comparison that seeks to outdo and undo him. This is insightful and goes 
well beyond disciplinary concerns. In the double root of comparison we 
might see mirrored the modern problem of democratic politics hitched to 
capitalist economics, an often unstable combination. Within culture, the 
ambiguity is redoubled. A particularly refined form of dominance today, 
says Cheah, is the rivalry expressed in an “ethics of comparison .. . as 
a form of cultural capital that bespeaks the intellectual superiority of 
national academic institutions capable of cultivating such an ethics.”!” 
It sounds as if this “ethics of comparison” envelops both the hospitable 
and the competitive relation, as if the accommodation and toleration 
we prize as consequences of comparison were just a velvet-coated power 
play. If this is true, then comparison, even the most well intentioned, is 
fated to fall on the bad, competitive side, and intellectuals (bent under 
their “cultural capital”) will inevitably fall there with it. Such is precisely 
the condition that strikes Radhakrishnan as an injustice—a condition 
of competition among national cultural institutions unequally endowed 
with the very resources that make for success in the game of comparison. 
The “demon of comparisons” is alive and well. 

Disquiet with comparison might take the form of refusing to compare. 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau had a model for that. He imagined the “savages” 
at the dawn of humanity as speaking a language of utter singularities in 
which both general categories and comparisons would be unthinkable: 


Individual things displayed themselves to [the savages’] minds isolated as they 
are in the image of nature; if one oak tree was named A, another one would be 
named B; for the first idea one derives from two things is that they are not the 
same, and it often takes a long time to discover what they have in common. So 
that the narrower the bounds of their knowledge, the vaster their vocabulary.’ 

A savage could consider his right leg and his left leg separately, or survey 
them together under the indivisible idea of a “pair,” without ever thinking that 
he had two legs." 


Paul de Man sees this second passage as setting a deep baseline of 
skepticism: “For Rousseau ... number is par excellence the concept 
that hides ontic difference under an illusion of identity.” The savage 
will not be taken in; comparison will have no opportunity to mingle or 
permute difference and identity; one oak tree is not to be spoken of in 
the same terms as another oak tree. Such a retreat from comparison will 
not solve the problem of inequality as much as make it inconceivable. 
Where nothing is equal to anything else, nothing can be unequal either. 

In another place, Rousseau imagines the denial of comparison as 
the healthy or perfect subject refusing to be likened to the broken or 
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incomplete one. “It has always seemed strange to me that anyone should 
ask a free people why they are free. It’s as if someone were to ask a man 
who has his two arms why he is not an amputee. The right to freedom is 
self-generated, it is the natural state of man. "77 If freedom is the natural 
state, then even to raise the theoretical possibility of unfreedom takes 
us out of that state, disturbs us in the enjoyment of our freedom by the 
specter of doubt, the specter of comparisons. The topic of amputation 
appears as the mark or brand of history in its differentiation from nature. 
The imaginary amputation imputes violence to the current condition 
that passes for normal, makes this condition the result of a violent act 
in the past. Man in the state of nature is complete, perfect, in no need 
of explanation. People who are living in historical conditions of reduced 
freedom must always be comparing their plight, even if silently, to the 
lost state of nature, while the contrary is not true. 

To say this is, however, to fall for a fiction, because Rousseau explicitly 
tells us that the state of nature is a theoretical construct and no more. He 
has invented, for the sake of comparison, a prior “natural state of man” 
against which all current states are to be judged.” The invention of this 
state has as its purpose to make the current state unnatural, to put it 
in need of an explanation, to undermine its self-evident character. The 
state of nature, in Rousseau’s political polemics, is a nonexistent baseline 
generated for the purpose of making difference visible and scandalous: 
it is pure comparison, comparison for the sake of comparison. 

“State of nature” theories have two advantages regarding the paradox 
of invidious comparison advanced earlier. First, they should operate on 
a universal basis without juggling the features and merits of particular 
nations and cultures; and second, they are powerfully aprioristic, they 
take little for granted and demand much. John Rawls, attempting to 
construct a just social order (within national frontiers, though these are 
never named), specifies that “the original position”—his equivalent for 
the state of nature—“is the appropriate initial status quo which insures 
that the fundamental agreements reached in it are fair.”* “The idea of 
the original position is to set up a fair procedure so that any principles 
agreed to will be just. The aim is to use the notion of pure procedural 
justice as a basis for theory.”** Rawls is not grading on a curve. In com- 
parison with the ideal starting point and the subsequent procedures 
that aim to preserve its initial fairness, all existing societies are found 
wanting. One will not find in Rawls the commitments to the local and 
specific that, for some political thinkers, are the virtues of a humane or 
communitarian liberalism: “as far as possible the choice of a conception 
of justice should not be affected by accidental contingencies.”” 

Johan Galtung’s scheme for evaluating the degree to which a society 
can be called “peaceful” addresses these contingencies. His account of 
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“structural violence” is like a negative projection of Rawls’s theory of 
justice. In the attempt to discover a common basis for evaluating all sorts 
of inequality ranging from nuclear war to malnutrition, Galtung sets the 
baseline with variables of a temporal and technological nature. As with 
Rousseau’s state of nature, inequality is a result of violence. But violence 
is not for Galtung an event, an eruption of force or a body count that 
might be traced to some act and actor in the past, but the result of a 
comparison that we must make ourselves: 


As a point of departure, let us say that violence is present when human beings are being 
influenced so that their actual somatic and mental realizations are below their potential 
realizations . . . Thus, if a person died of tuberculosis in the eighteenth century 
it would be hard to conceive of this as violence since it might have been quite 
unavoidable, but if he dies from it today despite all the medical resources in the 
world, then violence is present according to our definition. Correspondingly, the 
case of people dying from earthquakes today would not warrant an analysis in 
terms of violence, but the day after tomorrow, when earthquakes may become 
avoidable, such deaths may be seen as the result of violence.”° 


A comparison between potential and actual states, with an assessment of 
remedies possible at the time, makes possible the diagnosis of violence. 
Some violence is obvious: people are shot, bombed, sent to camps, de- 
liberately starved, or executed on the basis of falsified testimony. In the 
less straightforward cases, where no particular person is at fault for the 
harm, where there is no drama or action, comparison is indispensable 
as the revealer of violence. “Violence without this relation [of subject 
and object] is structural, built into structure. Thus, when one husband 
beats his wife there is a clear case of personal violence, but when one 
million husbands keep one million wives in ignorance there is structural 
violence "7" Structural violence is not an on-off function, but a shaded 
and multiple thing. Its nature evolves as we do. Not only the failings, but 
the achievements of humanity, too, redraw its outlines. The discovery of 
multidrug regimens that turned HIV into a manageable chronic disease 
changed the relation of potential and actual outcomes, to be sure, but 
this change merely redrew the boundaries of structural violence in the 
epidemic, replacing a condition in which all AIDS patients endured 
pain, stigma, and neglect (compared to other patients) with one in 
which medication was available only to those with money or insurance.”* 

Galtung’s comparative logic is exempt from the state-of-nature claim 
and its assumptions about essential humanity, from historical trium- 
phalism, and from national boasting. It instead asks: What was the best 
realization of potential that might have been achieved? Who benefited 
from it, and who did not? What determined the distribution of pain and 
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comfort? Comparisons are indispensable in framing answers to these 
questions. 

While some forms of inequality happen between nations, or groups 
roughly specifiable as nations (for example, the corpus of literary tradi- 
tions framed in particular languages that are spoken in some nations and 
not in others), and other forms are made visible within nations by the 
existence of classes or strata of rich and poor, most recently it has been 
impossible to ignore forms of inequality that wash over national borders 
as a wave over a shallow dike. For centuries, disease and war have been 
the prime examples of such conditions (germs ignore borders, armies 
seek to redraw them), but now we must consider the effects of human 
energy use: nuclear and fossil fuels and their effects on nature and society. 
Additionally, in recent times, with the weakening of state prerogatives in 
economic transactions such as investment and marketing, frontiers are 
rather filters than walls—no longer outlines determining the contours 
of national selves, but gates designed to enable or disable particular 
kinds of exchange among various markets. (As examples, consider the 
wage and immigration policies of the major industrialized countries, or 
even of different regions of a country like China, in contrast to the flow 
of goods among these areas.”’) It is therefore anachronistic to think of 
the inhabited globe in terms of nations, flags, and passports, as if those 
could still serve as the labels and containers of human purpose. These 
other forms of inequality or violence bypass the nation, and although I 
am not sure what comparative literature can do to help us understand 
them, or even to recognize our responses to them, clinging to the nation 
as our unit of thought will not help in the task. 

There is no need to specially castigate scholars of literature for having 
failed to notice the erosion of the nation as a category. Galtung’s own 
examples often assume a national frame of reference, or a cultural one, 
in which “societies,” taken as units, exhibit greater or lesser degrees of 
personal and structural violence. But the model is not inherently tied 
to the nation, as models based on distinctive histories or institutions 
are. Today, whether under conditions of peace or war, the infliction of 
pain and the distribution of comfort are global in scope. To cut up this 
international field into national patches creates distracting mediations. 

But when we adopt a wider perspective, do we necessarily adopt the 
universal human subject as its protagonist? To what new identities do 
we commit or expose ourselves? Who speaks, after all, in Rousseau, 
Galtung, or Rawls? Literary scholars ought to be skilled in all questions 
involving speech, and if they choose to chronicle the history of global 
inequality, they should first put themselves in the role of universal listen- 
ers. The material is ready to hand; people respond to moral imbalance 
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with narrative. Even Rawls, despite his knack for dismissing “accidental 
contingencies,” could admit such evidence: “A rational individual is not 
subject to envy, at least when the differences between himself and oth- 
ers are not thought to be the result of injustice and do not exceed certain 
limits . . . Those who express resentment must be prepared to show why 
certain institutions are unjust or how others have injured them. ”*° 

What does all this mean for comparative literature? It is certainly pos- 
sible to search out texts that denounce contemporary inequality, even 
to link several such texts in a traditionally comparative study.” What 
Rousseau, Galtung, and Rawls suggest for the comparatist is not the 
poetry, but the grammar, of the postnational condition. Grammar must 
become legible before we can make much of poetry. Moreover, the lit- 
erary study of transnational conditions does not have to remain on the 
level of content. Much can be done on the level of structure that might 
transform our ways of reading. Our organizing principles (the national 
filing system for authors and works, and the habit of referring to na- 
tions interchangeably with languages, to offer two examples) could be 
rethought. Looking at different constellations of objects might renew the 
poetics of comparative scholarship (how we research and organize our 
writing). The politics of comparison today would not concern nations, 
races, parties, or classes, but conditions—elusively omnipresent—which 
subtend these, and which all of us help to create. To hold them in our 
attention might precipitate discoveries. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


Comparison as Relation 


Shu-mei Shih 


OMPARISON, AS THE ACT OF COMPARING SIMILARITIES and 
differences, has led to two ethical conundrums. First, it led to 
anxieties toward the grounds of comparison, because when we 
put two texts or entities side by side, we tend to privilege one over the 
other. The grounds are never level. A presumed or latent standard oper- 
ates in any such act of comparison, and it is the more powerful entity 
that implicitly serves as the standard. Second, the most likely conclu- 
sion to these comparisons is further pronouncement of differences and 
incommensurabilities between the entities, precisely due to an ethical 
concern over the latent operation of the presumed, usually Eurocentric, 
standard. Comparing two entities at their intimate juxtaposition therefore 
paradoxically produces further distances between them. 
This essay is a modest proposal for a new theory of comparison that 
I call relational comparison. It argues for comparison as relation, or 
doing comparative literature as relational studies. Comparison as rela- 
tion means setting into motion historical relationalities between entities 
brought together for comparison, and bringing into relation terms that 
have traditionally been pushed apart from each other due to certain 
interests, such as the European exceptionalism that undergirds Euro- 
centrism. The excavation of these relationalities is what I consider to be 
the ethical practice of comparison, where the workings of power are not 
concealed but necessarily revealed. Power, after all, is a form of relation. 
To set up the relational framework, I first draw insights from the inte- 
grative world history detailed by such scholars as Janet L. Abu-Lughod, 
John M. Hobson, and André Gunder Frank to consider the potentiality 
of a world historical study of literature as they do global economy, and 
to offer a new, and I think more viable, conception of world literature. 
I synthesize these findings with the theory of Relation developed by 
Martinican thinker Edouard Glissant as a way to link geocultural and 
socioeconomic history—the history of worldwide interconnectedness— 
not only to literature but also to poetics. Literature is part and parcel 
to the world, and poetics is as much about understanding the text as 
understanding the world. Glissant’s notion of poetics as a certain logic 
of the world and a theory of literature offers us a creative way to think 
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about the relation between the text and the world in several ways. As 
a being in the world, the text is not only organic to the world but also 
enters into relations; its worldliness is its thrownness. Usefully, we can 
consider the question of scale in literary studies from the world to the 
text, from the grand geographical scale of the world to the admittedly 
small physical scale of an individual text. The relational method in- 
formed by world history, I contend, allows for the scaling back and forth 
between the world and the text as well as along the intermediary scales, 
moving toward a more integrated conception of comparative literature 
and world literature, where the issue is not inclusiveness or qualification 
(which text deserves to be studied or designated as “world literature” and 
which does not) but excavating and activating the historically specific 
set of relationalities across time and space. These relationalities can be 
as much about form as content; hence the importance of poetics. 

Relational studies of literature in integrated world historical contexts 
can occur along various axes and pivots, from different perspectives, 
around different thematics, and in different scales. For example, we 
can consider the specific decolonial pivot of world history in the global 
1960s to analyze literary texts that cross-fertilized each other, or we can 
consider the axis of women’s movements around the world to analyze 
women’s literature in these different places not as discreet entities but 
in relation. The potential topics are as numerous as the infinite web of 
world relations within which the text is caught. 

In this essay, the specific pivot traces what I call the “plantation arc,” 
stretching from the Caribbean to the American South and to Southeast 
Asia. From the Caribbean, we follow Glissant’s theory of Relation, a 
theory that is consonant with the widespread tendency to think on a 
global scale in the late twentieth century (as in chaos theory, which he 
appropriates, and theories of globalization) and organic to the location 
from which he theorizes, the Caribbean archipelago or the West Indies. 
From there, we follow Glissant’s reading of the plantation novels of Wil- 
liam Faulkner, set in the American South and populated by white and 
mixed-blood planters harboring dark secrets, a reading which enacts 
the scaling of the theory of Relation from the worldwide to the textual. 
From this American South, we move to the British East Indies—the 
Borneo rain forest of British and Japanese colonizers, Chinese settlers 
and coolies, Sarawak communists and indigenous Dayaks—in the work 
of Taiwan-based Sinophone Malaysian author Chang Kuei-hsing. We then 
loop back to the Caribbean of Patricia Powell, the Jamaica of postaboli- 
tion blacks, white coolie traders, Chinese coolies, and shopkeepers. The 
purpose here is twofold: first, to illustrate how doing relational studies 
with a keen world historical sense demands that world literature take its 
worldliness more seriously than thought possible; and second, to show 
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how relational comparison opens up a new arena, perhaps even a new 
life, for comparative literature. 


Integrative World History and World Literature 


The two main theses for integrative world historians, simply put, are that 
the world as we know it has been integrated economically and otherwise 
for much longer than the modern world system theory proposes, and 
that the so-called “rise of the West” owed much to the more advanced 
East. To consider the macrohistory of the world is to learn the inter- 
connectedness of the world since at least around the sixth century, and 
what this means is that the ideology of “East is East and West is West” is 
as fictive as it is false. 

Historical sociologist J. L. Abu-Lughod identifies in her important 
book Before European Hegemony (1991) the existence of a polycentric 
world system in the thirteenth century, much before the European-led 
world system of the sixteenth century, as has been proposed in Im- 
manuel Wallerstein’s popular world systems theory. By the eleventh, 
twelfth, and especially the thirteenth century, the world had become 
more integrated than ever before. The “increased economic integration 
and cultural efflorescence” of the thirteenth century can be witnessed 
in such accomplishments as Sung celadonware, Persian turquoise-glazed 
bowls, Egyptian furniture with complex inlays of silver and gold, grand 
cathedrals in Europe, great Hindu temples in south India, as well as de- 
velopments in technology and social innovations such as navigation and 
statecraft, all of which happened alongside an international trade system 
that stretched from northwestern Europe to China.' This international 
trade system was in turn organized around three major circuits of the 
Far East, the Middle East, and Western Europe, covering most of the 
world, with the exception of the continental Americas and Australia. 

Disputing Abu-Lughod’s claim that the thirteenth-century world system 
then declined when the European-led world system arose, André Gunder 
Frank’s explicitly anti-Eurocentric ReOrient: Global Economy in the Asian 
Age (1998) pays special attention to the structural relations, interconnect- 
edness, and simultaneity in world events and processes during what he 
calls “the Asian Age,” which he dates from 1400 to 1800. Even though he 
actually locates in his other works the existence of something similar to 
Wallerstein’s world system back by five thousand years, not five hundred 
years, his main point in this book is to show how Europe “climbed up on 
the back of Asia, then stood on Asian shoulders,” which also asserts the 
view, contrary to Abu-Lughod’s, that Asia did not decline but maintained 
its economic dominance until 1800.? Frank analyzes trade routes, the 
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capillary operation of money, and the interconnectedness of a global 
economy, making an argument after Joseph Fletcher for a “horizontally 
integrative history.” This is how Fletcher defined integrative history as 
a method: 


Integrative history is the search for and description and explanation of such 
interrelated historical phenomenon. Its methodology is conceptually simple, if 
not easy to put into practice: first one searches for historical parallelisms (roughly 
contemporaneous similar developments in the world’s various societies) and then 
one determines whether they are causally interrelated.* 


Here what we have is a proposal to study macrohistory in a horizontal 
fashion across different geographical regions in terms of structures, 
simultaneities, and interrelations, as opposed to predominant studies 
of vertical continuities of national histories. The integrative method is 
deceptively simple, but it is also the method that historians (not to men- 
tion literary scholars) have more than successfully avoided throughout 
the modern period. This avoidance is telling. To analogize alongside 
Frank’s critique of Eurocentric history, separating the West from the 
East in literary studies was probably as foundational to the construction 
of European literary exceptionalism as it was for Eurocentric historical 
studies. We can now perhaps begin to see the conceit of not only the 
displacement of horizontal studies (the East is too hard to know), but 
also the conversion of horizontal to vertical studies (the East is the past 
of the West) prevalent in literary studies. Fletcher’s method begins with 
finding parallel patterns, and this is but one of the methods one can 
use to do relational studies, but it can be highly productive for literary 
studies. When we do modernist studies, for instance, we can no longer 
turn a blind eye to all those modernisms that occurred in non-Western 
countries, nor can we see each of these modernisms as autonomous or 
discreet. Apparent parallelisms are not historical accidents. 
Synthesizing many of the views of Abu-Lughod, Frank, and other like- 
minded world historians, J. M. Hobson’s The Eastern Origins of Western 
Civilization (2004) offers specific analyses of the “resource portfolios” 
(technologies, institutions, and ideas) that the East had to offer to the 
West to make possible the rise of the “Oriental West,” because globaliza- 
tion was first of all Eastern (Far Eastern and Islamic Middle Eastern) or 
Oriental. What this means is that the world since the sixth century has 
been a “single global cobweb,”* where advancements in the production 
of iron and steel (not to mention the production of crops, crafts, and 
arts), the breakthroughs in astronomy and mathematics, and the creation 
of a whole series of capitalist institutions in the Islamic Middle East—as 
well as the technological advancements such as printing, gunpowder, 
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navigational sciences (compass and the building of ships)—enlightened 
ideas of rationality, and agricultural and other technological know-how 
from the Far East (especially China) made the world a much more 
interconnected place. It was with the construction of the white racist 
self-identity, the burgeoning of European social sciences, and the rise of 
imperial ambitions that the ideas of European exceptionalism and the 
autonomous “rise of the West” were invented. Methodologically, Hobson 
does not necessarily offer anything more than Frank does, but substanti- 
ates Frank’s more theoretical and general claims in greater detail. 

Integrative world history, as far as I can see, began as both a reaction 
against nationalist historiography (where the object of study is one na- 
tion and its vertical history of continuity) as well as traditional compara- 
tive history (where the two objects of study—two nations—largely run 
parallel while differences and similarities are calibrated). The new focus 
is instead, as one historian notes, on “the complex, global network of 
power-inflected relations that enmesh our world.” To be sure, not all 
parts of the network are equally affecting or evenly affected by the global 
system, but all parts of the network are constitutive of the system itself, 
and there is no hiding from an interconnectedness that is thoroughly 
infiltrated by the operations of power. This means that histories of empire, 
conquest, slavery, and colonialism cannot in any way be disavowed when 
one does integrative world history; after all, as noted earlier, power is a 
form of relation. 

Herein lies perhaps the greatest distinction between integrative world 
history and the theories of world literature offered by literary comparatists 
in recent years. Franco Moretti’s map of world literature, though inclu- 
sive of much of the world, is Eurocentric to the extent that he holds up 
what is essentially an exceptionalist argument about the life story of the 
novel as rising in the West and traveling to the East.’ Pascale Casanova’s 
model considers colonial history only to reaffirm Paris as the center 
of the world republic of letters.” David Damrosch’s model would grant 
world literature status only to those texts that have “circulated beyond 
their culture of origin” through such modes of circulation as translation, 
publication, and reading.* What this implies is that the study of world 
literature is partly about identifying which texts were translated into and 
read in which languages. Considering that the United States has the low- 
est percentage of translated books compared to almost all of the other 
countries in the world, American scholars should be accordingly least 
qualified to theorize the system of world literature. More importantly, 
texts travel over terrain that is by no means even, and the circulation 
model effectively cuts off from consideration the literatures of many 
small nations and minor languages that are nonetheless also touched by 
world historical processes. Wouldn’t it make better sense to consider a 
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model of world literature similar to that of integrative world history that 
sees, instead of discreet national literatures, all literatures as participat- 
ing in a network of power-inflected relations, with the task of the world 
literature scholar to excavate and analyze these relations through deep 
attention to the texts in question in the context of world history? These 
relations can manifest themselves on formal, generic, and other levels, 
so the new model will require close readings of the texts (as opposed to 
Moretti’s “distant reading”) and will require sensitivity to world history, 
scaling both the textual and the global without losing sight of either of 
the scales. To put it differently, form and formation are intimately con- 
nected, as are content and history, even in texts that most assiduously 
flaunt artistic autonomy. The argument for the autonomy of the text is 
itself a historical formation. 


From the West Indies, Relation 


While the integrative world historians have given us concrete historical 
and economic evidence as to the interconnectedness of the world since 
the sixth century, Martinican thinker Edouard Glissant has theorized 
Relation as both a way of describing and understanding the globalized 
world of “infinite interaction of cultures,” and as an act (Relation as “an 
intransitive verb”) that changes all the elements that come into relation 
with each other.’ Relation is therefore as much a phenomenological 
description of the world as a movement or a process. As a description, it 
is akin to the perception of the dynamics of the world in chaos theory; 
as a movement, it is best exemplified in the worldwide and ceaseless 
process of creolization. Together, they constitute a poetics. Relation is a 
network and shaped by history, however chaotic and unpredictable this 
network may be. It is not “devoid of norms, but these [norms] neither 
constitute a goal nor govern a method,”” just as in the science of chaos, 
which shows that indeterminacy can be an analyzable fact and accidents 
can be measurable." Relation therefore allows us to consider the world 
both in its unity and totality as well as in its infinite diversity. Like the 
ecological interdependence of all lands on earth, all peoples and cul- 
tures are interdependent when seen from the viewpoint of Relation. 
Cultures cannot be reduced to prime elements, such as prime numbers 
in mathematics, but are always open and changing through their con- 
tacts with other cultures. Hence Relation is movement. In this way, it is 
not just a description of the past world where Relation did its work, the 
constantly changing present where Relation is doing its work, but also 
the unforeseeable future where Relation will continue to do its work in 
transforming cultures, peoples, and languages. 
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To do the work of Relation as an exercise in poetics—that is, Rela- 
tion as a method—is to relate here and elsewhere and to explore the 
inexhaustible and unpredictable entanglements and confluence among 
cultures and histories. As the world has been and will always be enmeshed 
in the unceasing processes of creolization, so should our method be 
attentive to these processes rather than providing static descriptions of 
closure and completion. As a method, this also departs dramatically from 
even the non-Eurocentric methods of comparative literature, where the 
juxtaposition of different cultural texts has caused some to worry about 
cultural relativism." Relation work is in fact the opposite of relativism, 
because relativism is premised on reductive understanding of cultures and 
assumes essentialism of cultures,!* as if each culture has a discreet bound- 
ary that another culture cannot cross. The West Indies is as exemplary as 
the place from which to theorize as any other place, as the point is not 
to elevate the specific to the universal but to deconstruct the universal 
altogether by way of interrelations among places and cultures. One can 
start in any place. And it is in this specific sense that Glissant’s evocation 
of Caribbean poet Kamau Brathwaite’s famous line “the unity is subma- 
rine”—both as an epigraph for his magnum opus, Poetics of Relation, and 
as something unique to the Caribbean in Caribbean Discourse—should be 
understood. It refers to the “subterranean convergence” of the histories 
of the islands in the Caribbean specifically,’ but it really also refers to 
the worldwide confluence of cultures. 

In Francoise Lionnet’s discussion of the archipelagic dimension of 
Caribbean thought, she evokes the Southeast Asian nations’ declara- 
tion of their archipelagoness in the Bandung Conference of 1955, but 
these two areas are seldom discussed together.’ The fact is that the West 
Indies and the East Indies are similar geographic formations, and they 
also share similar colonial histories. These commonalities alone should 
prompt comparative archipelago studies. Etymologically, “archipelago” 
refers to the water between islands, not the islands themselves: “pelagos” 
is “sea,” as in Middle English “arch-sea,”"” similar to the meaning in Greek 
and Italian. Viewing from the perspective of the sea, I infer, allows us to 
see the world as an archipelago, where different land masses (whether 
the so-called continents or the so-called islands) are all islands; though 
of varying sizes, they are also all interconnected by the sea. This would 
be the relational way of looking at the world as a sea of islands, big or 
small, concretized by integrative world historians’ mapping of maritime 
trade routes that crisscrossed the world. We may say that the archipelago 
is unique to the West Indies, from where Glissant theorizes, and to the 
East Indies, where the same European colonizers landed, but it is also a 
way to comprehend the interconnectedness of the world: the world as an 
archipelago. After all, “the unity is submarine.” Here the geographical 
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scale can be shrunk or expanded in our thinking, but the important 
point is how one begins specifically (from the West Indies), not to arrive 
at the universal, but to arrive at interconnections. This is what I mean 
by doing relational studies, which does not resuscitate old universalisms 
or construct new universalisms, but works from the specific to arrive at 
interrelations in history. 

How might this theory of Relation (and, related to it, the world as 
archipelago) be scaled back to the textual level for the literary comparat- 
ist? Glissant notes, in one of his many lyrical moments, what the poetics 
of Relation promises: “The probability: that you come to the bottom of 
all confluences to mark more strongly your inspirations.”!* It is surely 
impossible to reach “the bottom of all confluences,” and I doubt there 
is such a place, however abstract that place may be, but it may be the 
place where we can work toward, from whichever small or large land 
mass in the arch-sea. 


The Plantation Arc 


The history about what I call the plantation arc is fairly straightforward; 
it considers the West Indies, the American South, and the East Indies in 
the same conjuncture and thereby traces a related but different itinerary 
from that of a plantation system organized around slavery. Glissant himself 
notes that the plantation system “spread, following the same structural 
principles, throughout the southern United States, the Caribbean islands, 
the Caribbean coast of Latin America, and the northeastern portion of 
Brazil.” In the postslavery context, however, the plantation system also 
spread throughout the East Indies, where the European colonizers ex- 
perimented with, mimicked, and transplanted their practices from and 
to the Americas with varying successes. They experimented, for instance, 
with tobacco, sugar, and coffee in the East Indies as in the Caribbean, 
then shifted to rubber and other products such as tapioca and pepper 
when those crops that had succeeded in the Caribbean could not ac- 
climate to Southeast Asia. Planters across the Americas and Southeast 
Asia imported indentured laborers—especially coolies from China and 
India—as labor to the plantation system at the end of slavery. Some of 
the so-called Chinese coolies brought to the Caribbean were themselves 
transported across the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic—not from China, 
but from Southeast Asia, as the European colonizers had brought them 
there earlier.” 

This arc from Southeast Asia to the Americas constitutes a portion of 
the postslavery plantation circuit, a circuit of interconnected histories of 
European colonialism. One route takes off from Southeast Asia through 
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the Indian Ocean, around Cape Town, and over the Atlantic to the 
Americas; the other route from Southeast Asia through the Suez Canal 
to cross the Atlantic from the Mediterranean. These were the routes of 
the coolie ships in the nineteenth century, along with the route that takes 
off directly from southeastern China to the Americas over the Pacific.” 
Viewed in terms of integrative world history, this nineteenth-century 
circuit exceeds the Far Eastern economic circuit that Abu-Lughod iden- 
tifies for the thirteenth century, as the Far Eastern circuit at the time 
extended from the Indian Ocean in the west only to the South China 
Sea in the east, and it did not cross the Pacific to the Americas, nor did 
it cross the other way through the Atlantic to the Americas. In fact, the 
coolie ships were often nothing more than repurposed slave ships, and 
they traversed both the Pacific and the Atlantic to reach the Caribbean 
islands from China and Southeast Asia. Jamaican writer Patricia Powell 
aptly and empathetically calls this the “middle passage” of the Chinese 
coolies.” 

To trace this arc from the West Indies to the East Indies, a brief loop 
through the American South helps us actuate the arc in specific literary 
works, and to consider the possibility of a poetics born of literary relations 
in the context of world historical relations. We can see this in Glissant’s 
deeply attentive reading of the novels of William Faulkner set in the 
American South. Not only did Glissant repeatedly refer to Faulkner as an 
important example for his poetics of Relation in his book Poetics of Relation 
(1991), but he also wrote an entire book devoted to Faulkner, Faulkner, 
Mississippi, five years later. In a sense, we can see Faulkner Mississippi as 
Glissant’s scaling of Relation from the global level to the textual level, 
from the logic of the world to the logic of the text, and his extension of 
the theory of Relation from the Caribbean to elsewhere from archipelagic 
perspectives. Not only are there structural similarities between the two 
plantation systems in the Caribbean and the American South, Glissant 
proposes that the American South is actually an “incalculable border” 
of the Caribbean.” 

The basis of Glissant’s reading of Faulkner’s work rests with the ques- 
tion of race and consequences of slavery. In contrast to Faulkner’s public 
position on the question of race where Faulkner was usually racist and 
at best paternalistic, including in his public conversations with W. E. B. 
Du Bois,” Glissant reads Faulkner’s novels as having exposed the tor 
rid undercurrent of sin and perversion among the planters and other 
southern whites, all tinged with deep racial anxieties; that is, he reads 
Faulkner’s novels as taking the opposite stance from the author’s own on 
the race question. In Faulkner’s novels, the southern whites actually live 
“such bootless daring, such useless majesty, such tragic, miserable, and 
small-minded lives” with “so much violence, theft, rape, insanity, infirmity, 
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A cloud of ambiguity and a mountain of secrets haunt their existence. 
They all seem to be somehow damned. 

This damnation is manifested in the perversion of the descent line, or 
the irreparable collapse of relationships of filiation. In novel after novel, 
the descent line between fathers and their children (especially sons) is 
irrevocably broken, the family members are torn asunder, and some have 
monstrous births, awkward deaths, and other unexpected misfortunes. 
And then there are stories that actually include episodes of lynching, as 
well as those set in the Caribbean. Lucas Beauchamp in Intruder in the 
Dust has a white father but must face the threat of lynching. The white 
planter, Sutpen, in Absalom, Absalom! marries a woman who passes as white 
in Haiti, and does not discover that she is of mixed blood until their 
son is born. Race appears again and again as the “unsurpassable point 
of reference,” thrusting the idea of a white genealogy under threat. 
All this is due to the original sin: the violence committed by whites on 
Indians and blacks. The presupposition of Faulkner’s narration, Glissant 
concludes, is therefore the “illegitimate foundation of the South, "77 about 
which whites are solely responsible. 

Faulkner’s South is in this way linked with the Caribbean and Latin 
America by “the damnation and miscegenation born of the rape of 
slavery.”’* Contrary to his public stance on the race question, Faulkner 
obliquely writes into his narratives the history of settler colonialism and 
slavery and compels us to consider it as an ethical demand, that is, as 
Glissant puts it, “the recognition of the other as a moral obligation” and 
“an aesthetic constituent.” In other words, responsibility to the other 
is constitutive of a poetics where descent is impure, linearity is lost, and 
entanglements are supreme, leading to a “post-identitarian poetics” 
that is also the poetics of Relation, both in terms of history and in terms 
of literature-qua-literature. Secrets are revealed in a painstakingly slow 
manner; hence the narrative tempo moves hauntedly and hauntingly 
along countless deferrals. Character psychologies are as confused as 
the intensely wrought and baroque prose, with words going around in 
circles, “listing, accumulating, repeating” (194), constituting his particular 
modernist style that has influenced writers all across the Americas and 
has reached the East Indies. 


To the East Indies, Creolization 
The legacy of the plantation system at the edge of the Borneo rain forest 


in Chang Kuei-hsing’s Sinophone novel Monkey Cup (Houbei, 2000), as in 
Faulkner’s South, is the irreparable damage done to the line of descent 
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Here the planters and settlers acquire land and property illegitimately, 
exploit the trafficked laborers (Chinese coolies) and indigenous people 
(Dayaks), commit rape and pillage, and encroach upon the oldest rain 
forest in the world, earning an original condemnation on the succeeding 
generations of descendants. The planters, or rather their executors, are 
the Chinese settlers who acquire their derivative power from the Brit- 
ish colonizers and essentially function as what I call “middleman settler 
colonizers,”” constituting the middle layer in a colonial system structured 
by race and class in a hierarchy in descending order: white European 
colonizers, Chinese middlemen settler colonizers, Chinese coolies, and 
indigenous Dayaks. As there is no English translation of this Sinophone 
novel, I offer a summary of the plot first below. 

Told in a mix of temporalities traversing a span of about one hundred 
years, the narrative of Monkey Cup begins, in chronological terms, in the 
year 1882,” when a Chinese foreman boldly recommends himself as the 
substitute planter for a coffee plantation after the British founder in 1860 
was killed, a murder that turned out to be staged to look like it was done 
by the Dayaks, by none other than the ambitious foreman himself. This 
foreman-turned-planter is Great-grandfather and patriarch of the Chinese 
Malaysian Yu family. The British governorgeneral is impressed by this 
man’s silent and able demeanor, with a body that is as tall as the British, 
“without [such physical deficiencies as] foul smell from the body and the 
mouth, heat rashes, athlete’s feet, tuberculosis, and papaverine-deprived 
shiftless eyes.” They are especially impressed by his multilingualism: 


He spoke ten languages: Malay, Indonesian, and Dayak pickled with rice wine, 
spices, and red pepper; Mandarin, Cantonese, Hakka, and Hokkien filled with 
the fishy flavors of tree barks, grass roots, and mud; English and Dutch mixed 
with the flavors of cigar, alcohol, and lead.™ 


In economical prose, Chang imbues the languages listed with specific, 
racialized characteristics associated with the people who speak them as 
mother tongues in colonial taxonomy: the foods they eat (for the native 
races), the settlers’ ability to endure hardship (for Chinese Malayans who 
speak a variety of Sinitic languages), and colonial products and articles of 
consumption (for the European colonizers). His multilingualism is first 
of all the crucial skill needed for his middleman colonizer position, but 
it points also to an incredible mix of cultures on the ground, as this mix- 
ture does not merely affect the relationship between Great-grandfather 
and others but seeps integrally into the interaction among the Yu family 
members. If multilingualism initially served as a strategy of domination 
and control, it gradually also becomes a condition of existence for the 
Chinese Malaysian descendants. 
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With his multilingualism and cunning, the scheming Great-grandfather, 
to lease the plantation, secretly presents the British governor-general with 
a dozen bricks of gold stolen from the gold mine in western Kalimantan 
where he had been a coolie. Once he gets the plantation, he adds tea, 
pepper, rubber, and opium poppy to the existing crops of coffee and 
tobacco and builds a lumber factory. As soon as he accumulates enough 
wealth, he buys out the plantation from the British colonial government 
and starts running a gambling den, an opium den, and a prostitution 
house on the land.” In the next ten years, he uses all possible means of 
deceit and cruelty to acquire a second plantation on the lower reaches of 
the Baram River, then buys weapons from the British military to protect 
his plantations against “barbarous natives, poisonous snakes, and fierce 
beasts.” The gambling and opium dens are there to snare the eight 
hundred or so coolies he employs into addiction, so that they will be 
entrapped in their work and the plantations will never lack an exploit- 
able labor force. When their debts exceed what they can possibly earn, 
they would then be forced to sell their daughters as prostitutes to pay off 
their debts, thus completing a cycle of debt, entrapment, and ruin for 
the coolies, ensuring the perpetual prosperity of the plantations. Great- 
grandfather personally imprisons and rapes the women to be forced 
into prostitution before sending them to his prostitution house, shoots 
anyone who enters his plantations without permission, and drives away 
the Dayaks in close-quarter combat, including one battle that results in 
the deaths of over 130 Dayak men and thirty Chinese coolies. His rela- 
tionship with the Dayak women predictably mimics the “sex safaris” or 
“sex peditions” favored by the British, American, and Australian tourists 
who take them into the rain forest.*” 

Had there been no Japanese invasion and occupation of Borneo dur- 
ing the years between 1941 and 1945, Great-grandfather’s plantations 
might have been handed down to Grandfather, to Father, and then to 
our protagonist with the English name Teddy Yu. While the Japanese 
rape and pillage not only the Dayaks but also the Chinese Malaysians, 
murder all infants in the hospitals in the most gruesome manner (cut- 
ting off the penises of the male infants and piercing the vaginas of the 
female infants), and extract lumber from the rain forest with abandon, 
Great-grandfather continues to expand his plantations by selling out 
his compatriots, neighbors, and even his own relatives to the Japanese. 
The neighbors whose house and land Great-grandfather covets are grue- 
somely murdered by the Japanese upon his cooked-up charge that they 
supported anti-Japanese resistance. 

But the Japanese could not possibly allow the existence of such a 
powerful planter, and they eventually force Great-grandfather to dissolve 
his plantations. At this point, all his past sins begin to catch up with him 


COMPARISON AS RELATION 91 


and his family. The violence he initiated produces a cycle of violence 
from which there is no escape; the life of ruin he instituted through 
gambling, opium smoking, and prostituting also catches up with him 
and his descendants: they die gruesome deaths, all described in Chang’s 
unyieldingly graphic prose. Great-grandfather and Grandfather die of 
decapitation by the Dayaks who live in the rain forest. Grandmother, 
bitten by poisonous scorpions released onto the property by the fam- 
ily’s enemies on her wedding night, was maimed in one leg and is later 
killed by the nameless, gigantic beast that Grandfather keeps to protect 
the remaining gold bricks; her body is pierced by its horn from the back 
of her anus to the front of her breasts. Father abandons the family and 
disappears into the rain forest to join in the communist anti-Japanese 
resistance, his pregnant lover later brutally raped and murdered by the 
Japanese—betrayed by none other than Grandfather—her unborn fetus 
and her entrails disemboweled and exposed in broad daylight. Teddy, 
advised to escape to Taiwan to avoid the curse on the family, ends up com- 
mitting an unspeakably shameful act of pedophilia there and is forced to 
return to Borneo. Narrowly escaping a plot on his life thanks to the inge- 
nious plans of a Dayak woman, Teddy eventually plans to marry her, which 
brings a semblance of truce at least between the Chinese Malaysians and 
the Dayaks after the departure of the Japanese. If Great-grandfather, the 
Kurtz-like figure in the heart of darkness that is the Borneo rain forest, 
can be compared to Faulkner’s Sutpen, Teddy confronts his illegitimacy as 
well as the original sin of his family by mixing with the indigenous people 
through marriage. As an avid reader of both Conrad and Faulkner, this 
is Chang’s answer to Kurtz’s and Great-grandfather’s colonial mentality 
and to Sutpen’s inability to confront the reality of mixedness, all through 
the “vertigo of a word,” as Glissant would put it.** 

In the meantime, nature gradually engulfs the plantations with force 
and vitality, returning them to their original state. Indigeneity takes over 
in the vertigo of words, listing, whirling, repeating: 


At dusk, Teddy climbed up to the top of the kampung house with a wooden 
ladder and scanned the surrounding area while standing on zinc metal plates 
still hot from the heat of the sun. He saw short trees joggling in the wild family 
land, brushes sinking and surfacing, the river water undulating, grey dust roll- 
ing, fallen leaves, rotten grass, and dusty sand brimming, evening cloud stirring, 
monsoon wind malodorous, centipede-colored moon cracked like a tortoise shell 
into the shape of waves, a torrent of view-blocking stream in the wild weaved 
by locusts and preying mantises, there in the monkey farm emerging a series 
of small outbursts of commotion, chickens, ducks, geese, and pigs withdrawing, 
eagles flying high and low, their tongues and claws shimmering, vultures with 
rumbling stomachs bubbling their heads, while several Jackson-style guns are 
aimed at the silk floss tree.” 
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Here, one gets a sense of Chang’s protean imagination and baroque 
prose, which infuses the 317-page novel without a moment of respite, just 
as the wild nature gradually and inevitably swallows up the plantations. 
This entire passage is in fact only a portion of one long sentence in the 
original Sinophone text, where the full stop is not reached until about 
ten lines later. The majority of the action that happens in the narrative 
present is that of Grandfather and Teddy, armed with guns and Malay 
daggers, fending off the invasion of thousands of giant lizards that attack 
humans and domestic animals and threaten to take over the house. As 
they fight the losing battle against the numberless giant lizards, we read- 
ers struggle through the suffocating density, ornateness, and violence of 
Chang’s prose, as if under a nameless spell. Chang willfully invents new 
words and creates new combinations of words and phrases intricately 
wrought together like the dense rain forest, creolizing the various lan- 
guages on the ground, like the various plants and animals populating 
the rain forest all leaving their distinct imprints on the land and the 
people. This prose disregards the boundaries between time past and 
present, between exterior and interior realities, between the rain forest 
and the non-rain forest, between the animal and the human, altogether 
producing a world that is perhaps more bizarre and more suffocating 
than Faulkner’s South. 

The dynamics of the Chinese plantations in Borneo may be historically 
specific to Borneo, but the plantation system leaves similar legacies as 
those in Faulkner’s South, having been cursed with an original damna- 
tion that would carry through generations. As mentioned above, in 
Chang’s Borneo, there seems to be a possibility for redemption, a solu- 
tion that Faulkner’s white southerners refused to take: a willing mixing 
with the native Dayaks and a surrender to the rain forest. In Change 
novel, it is through affinity and kinship with the Dayaks that our locally 
born, fourth-generation protagonist is able to arrive at some sort of 
reconciliation. The rain forest may be the heart of darkness, the tourist 
mecca, the site of sex safaris for others, but it is also where the logic of 
the plantation system can be reversed through the process of mixing, 
leading to unpredictable, unexpected, but diverse and rich possibilities 
for something new. This is Glissant’s world of creolization. 


From the West Indies, Reciprocity 


Before Chinese coolies were brought to the East Indies, they were 
brought over to the Caribbean as early as 1806 in the earliest experiment 
with coolie labor during the time of slavery, but the most concentrated pe- 
riod was between 1852 and 1866, after the abolition took place in various 
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Caribbean islands. As contracted (but essentially indentured) laborers, 
the Chinese coolies were often treated as de facto slaves, governed by 
inhuman laws and regulations and imprisoned in their plantations to the 
extent that a former chief justice of British Guiana published a report 
entitled The New Slavery: An Account of the Indian and Chinese Immigrants 
in British Guiana in 1871. The book detailed deception at the point of 
contract, arbitrary wage delays and deductions, physical abuse, extortion, 
and imprisonment in jails.“ As in the East Indies, however, once arrived, 
they managed to survive the indentured labor contract and gradually 
emerged “as a ‘classic middleman minority,’ a small ethnic group carving 
out a niche in the shopkeeping sector.”” 

By the late 1930s, Jamaica had the second-largest Chinese community 
in the Caribbean, second only to Cuba. It is to this Jamaica that the 
young, female protagonist arrives from China in Patricia Powell’s The 
Pagoda, which fictionalizes the history of Chinese coolies and shopkeep- 
ers in postabolition Jamaica. Escaping from an arranged marriage, the 
protagonist cross-dresses as a man and steals away on a ship bound for 
the Americas, not knowing that it is a ship carrying a load of coolies 
chained under deck. Discovered by the coolie trader, she is raped by 
him but kept safe from all the other men on board. The coolie trader, 
who turns out to be an ex-slave trader using an erstwhile slave ship as a 
coolie ship, keeps her as a mistress and sets her up as a shopkeeper in 
Jamaica, where she has to masquerade as a man to avoid being devoured 
by men black, white, or yellow in the postabolition Jamaica of rampant 
unemployment, labor unrest, and economic depression. When she 
bears the coolie trader a child, he sets up for her a fake marriage with 
a white woman who also harbors a secret identity. The Chinese woman’s 
masquerade as Mr. Lowe is the ultimate enigma of the novel, just as her 
sexuality is to herself, both secrets gradually revealed in a skillful process 
of unfolding as the readers get more and more glimpses into her past. 
In the meantime, the racial tension among the Chinese shopkeepers and 
the continuously dispossessed blacks erupt into the looting and burning 
of Chinese shops, a fate that Mr. Lowe’s shop could not escape, even 
though she/he as the shopkeeper has painstakingly made efforts to get 
along with the black community: 


Yes, he’d come to catch his hand, to make something of his life. But he was no 
poor-show-great. He didn’t see himself better than them. Above them. But now 
they had burned [the shop] down. Flat. Flat. He was there only on sufferance. 
Himself and the other five thousand Chinese on the island. He realized now how 
the Negro people must have secretly despised him for being there . . . And the 
whites didn’t give one blast if the others burned it down. So long as their houses 
were untouched. Their daughters. Their wives and the plantation equipment.” 
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Besides being a livelihood, the shop was also a sanctuary and the embodi- 
ment of hope for the Chinese coolies: 


The shop had been for . . . the Chinese who had escaped the sugar estates with 
broken backs from working twenty hours a day for close to nothing. They came 
with hands twisted and chewed from water pumps, scarred by deep grooves left 
over from cane leaves that cut like knives. They came with spit bubbling with 
blood, asthmatic and tubercular chests from the dust. They came without flesh, 
with holes in the skin, half starved from inferior food, lashed and mutilated 
by overseers under the muscle of plantation owners. The shop was there so if 
they wanted they could come and apprentice with him, till they’d pay off their 
contracts and with a small loan open up a little shop, selling half flash of rum, 
a stick of cigarette, big gill of coconut oil, two inches of tobacco, quarter pound 
of rice, repaying monthly and with interest.” 


Soon, we learn more of how the coolie trade operates: the abduction 
of the Chinese forced into becoming coolies, sold like pigs by crimps, 
drugged and tortured, chained to iron railings below decks on slave ships 
with only one third surviving the passage on average, sold in the “man 
markets” while stripped naked upon arrival, and emblazoned with the 
initials of plantations on their skins by the planters who bought them. 
Powell’s narrative voice is imbued with empathy toward the Chinese 
coolies and shopkeepers in Jamaica, calling their passage from China, as 
mentioned above, their own “middle passage.” Instead of accusing the 
Chinese as the middlemen who helped the European colonizers further 
oppress the blacks, Powell depicts them as having been equally abused 
by the whites, explicitly making historical connections between slavery 
and coolie trade. We find out later that black neighbors and customers 
did not burn down Mr. Lowe’s shop. 

In the end, Mr. Lowe’s secrets are revealed: she is a woman and a 
lesbian. The secret of Mr. Lowe’s white wife is also revealed; she is a 
fair-skinned mulatto passing as white, and is now living on the lam. 
In order to conceal her racial identity, she murdered her first (white) 
husband who discovered their newborn child’s dark skin. If placed in 
Faulkner’s novel, she would have been Sutpen’s mulatto wife, to whom 
Powell is possibly making a specific reference. Through all the secrets, 
Mr. Lowe’s half-white, half-yellow daughter grows up and marries a black 
man who is a labor activist, gives birth to children who are mixtures of all 
three races, and Mr. Lowe can no longer speak either of the two Sinitic 
languages, Hakka and Cantonese, without lapsing into “island speech.” 
Unbeknownst to her, creolization has already taken place. Her “West 
Indianisation”* is inevitable, just as creolization is irrevocable. 

The history of Manhattan, Jamaica, is as enmeshed in the history of 
slavery as Faulkner’s South, and as enmeshed in the history of Chinese 
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coolies as Chang’s Borneo. Here, however, it is not the perspectives of 
the white or Chinese planters that are captured, but the perspectives of 
coolies, shopkeepers, mulattos, ex-slaves, and labor activists that are all 
woven into a deeply moving tale spun by a black Jamaican writer. From a 
shared and interconnected fate so empathetically depicted—the slavery 
and coolie trade—emerges an ethics of reciprocity, which the process of 
creolization makes possible and will further disseminate. The opposite 
of competitive victimology that seeks and competes for confirmation 
by the colonizers and powers that be, the ethics of reciprocity practices 
a kind of minor transnationalism that extends horizontally.“ After all, 
Powell seems to be telling us, we all live in Relation or, in the language 
of the integrative world historians, in an interconnected world inflected 
by power relations. Amid these power relations, she actively chooses an 
ethics of reciprocity among the oppressed, rather than a competition 
for recognition by the powers that be. 

From the West Indies to the East Indies and back, the constellation 
of literary works along the postslavery plantation arc examined in this 
essay traverses seemingly discreet but in fact interconnected geographi- 
cal places, peoples, languages, and cultures. The interconnectedness of 
the world in turn compels us to consider world literature and compara- 
tive literature not in terms of juxtapositions but in terms of a network 
of horizontal and vertical relations, which comparatists have so far 
consistently ignored due to various vested interests. If Patricia Powell’s 
choice to establish a reciprocal affinity between the histories of slavery 
and the coolie trade appears to be unique and even counterintuitive, it 
is because there are certain interests being served by the suppression of 
this affinity. Coolie trade as a continuation of slavery in a different form 
and with variation deepens the original sin that Glissant pointed out 
for Faulkner’s American South, now equally implicating the European 
colonizers in the West Indies and the East Indies. Even as it points to 
reciprocities and affinities, Relation foregrounds the complex operations 
of power. Hence the coolies and ex-slaves may find affinity in Powell’s 
Jamaica, but the coolies-turned-settlers in the Borneo rain forest are as 
capable of oppressing the indigenous peoples as the British colonizers. 
Relational comparison confronts power as it is, without apology. 

With this model of relational comparison, I also hope to build on Glis- 
sant’s notion of Relation as a verb to suggest that relational comparison 
is an act, that it takes work, and that it can be further broken down to 
a specific set of action items, depending on the particular objects that 
enter into a given relation. These action items would have to include 
archival and other research work on the texts in question to understand 
their relationalities in historical contexts, especially the suppressed 
relationalities that uphold the status quo. The action items would also 
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include close readings of both the content and form of the texts, not 
only to understand their interconnectedness but also to experience the 
singularity of each text. The stylistic affinity and thematic parallel in 
Chang’s Monkey Cup with that of Faulkner’s southern novels is then no 
longer about the canonical metropolitan writer’s influence on a practi- 
cally unknown writer in the West, but about interconnectedness along 
the postslavery plantation arc in world history where each literary text’s 
singularity stands out. Chang’s work may be as deserving of the Nobel 
Prize, but relational comparison is not so much interested in metropolitan 
consecration as in fundamentally short-circuiting those technologies of 
recognition that tautologically reconfirm the center.“ Relational com- 
parison is not a center-periphery model, as the texts form a network of 
relations from wherever the texts are written, read, and circulated. In 
its singularity as text and interconnectedness in history, we may say, lie 
a literary work’s literariness and worldliness. 
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CHAPTER SIX 


On Comparison: 
Who Is Comparing What and Why? 


Walter D. Mignolo 


OMPARISON IS MINIMALLY A TRIANGULAR BUSINESS. There are 

two entities (processes, events, texts, signs, cities, stories, etc.) to be 
compared, plus the subject who performs the comparison. When 
someone buys a car, for example, that person goes through a lengthy 
comparison of two or more options before making the final decision. All 
living organisms, plants, and animals need to compare what among all the 
options of the environment is convenient to their survival—comparing 
is then knowing, and knowing is living. “Comparison” in this regard is a 
field of investigation into the neurology of cognition. What is of interest 
here is when and where such a basic foundation of life and survival was 
conceptualized as “comparison” and systematized as a method in the 
natural and human sciences. Although living organisms, and not just 
humans, “compare” to survive, a particular species of living organisms that 
in the vocabulary of Western languages has been rendered as “human” 

or “human beings” invented comparative methods 

Comparative methodology was invented in nineteenth-century Europe, 
and there was obviously some need for it. Two purposes come to mind. The 
first was to systematize in the nineteenth century what had been a European 
concern since the sixteenth century: when Christians debated the “human- 
ity” of New World Indians, they invented “comparative ethnology.” In that 
genealogy of thought, “comparative ethnology” in the sixteenth century 
mutated into “Orientalism” in the eighteenth century, when Spaniards 
were no longer facing the Indians, but the French, German, and British 
were facing China, India, and what is today the Middle East. The same 
logic, the logic of the coloniality of knowledge, was reproduced. Only the 
contents and the imperial control of the enunciation have changed. The 
other need for comparative methodology was internal to Europe: after 
the Treaty of Westphalia, Europeans felt the need to unify under differ- 
ences while at the same time establishing differences between the heart 
of Europe and the South.’ Comparative methodology contributed to that 
goal. In the first case, it served to define Europe’s external others: Indians 
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and Orientals. In the second case, it defined Europe’s internal others: the 
south of Europe, the Catholic and Latin countries. 

Beyond comparison for survival and for political reasons, there is 
another distinction to be made: comparing to buy or to endorse (e.g., 
Democrats or Republicans) and comparing to know and to understand. 
Comparative methodology was invented to regulate procedures of know- 
ing and understanding “scientifically.” Let’s think about what sociologists 
and literary scholars do when they compare. Sociologists who compare 
countries or social organizations, unlike car buyers or voting citizens, 
do not have to choose which of the two or three compared entities they 
have to buy or endorse. Sociologists—if they are not building a political 
cause and not being “scientifically correct”—compare to correct existing 
views in the discipline or to influence votes or public policies. Literary 
scholars, like sociologists, compare to know, understand, and advance 
or update the discipline. (For example, two or three decades ago the 
focus was on comparing national literatures; now comparative work has 
to be articulated with globalization). Unlike sociologists, the main aim of 
literary scholars is not to influence public policies to improve literature, 
but to improve the understanding of poetry, fictional narrative, the work 
of two or three authors, or the trajectories of a literary genre. 

Scholars in comparative literary studies, like sociologists, can compare 
two or more literatures that are alien to their own languages or society 
(for example, a Nigerian scholar comparing French, Italian, and Bambara 
literature). However, even in cases in which comparing subjects (sociolo- 
gists or literary critics) belong to one of the societies or literary languages 
that is their own, they proceed as if they were detached from the societies 
or literatures being compared. The comparative scholar mutates into the 
observer of Western scholarship: objective, neutral, and detached. Western 
scholarship is characterized by a strong belief in the detached observer who 
is uncontaminated by whatever is being compared. As such, the observers, 
who are always located within one or at most two national languages and 
literatures, are also located in a specific genealogy of scholarship from 
which they observe and compare the literatures of the world. But what 
for? Comparative methodologies, including comparative literary studies, 
carry the weight of their imperial formations. Here I approach the topic 
of this volume—the theories, approaches, and uses of comparison—both 
as a scholar in comparative studies (comparative literature, comparative 
area studies, comparative religion, comparative linguistics, etc.) and as a 
decolonial scholar and intellectual. Decolonially, I attempt to delink from 
the disciplinary regulations described above. My aim is not to deny the right 
or the need to do comparative studies. My goal is to identify instances in 
which comparative studies, because of the imperial traces it carries within, 
does more harm than good (not always intentionally). 
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Comparative Methodology and Its Critics 


The legacy of comparative methodology is currently undergoing two 
types of critique. One is inscribed in the same genealogy of thought in 
which comparative methodology was born and flourished, and it has 
its major institutions (departments, magazines, journals, fellowships) in 
Western Europe and the United States, as well as in global extensions of 
European and U.S. institutions. I do not know if the term has been used 
yet, but I will suggest that this critique leads to “postcomparative practices.” 
The other critique comes not from Euro-American scholarship but from 
scholars in the (non-European) “third world,” who see that in comparative 
studies their literatures do not have the same rank as the literatures that 
correspond to the main languages of comparative methods themselves. The 
first critique emerged in the cultural, national, and epistemic territories 
where comparative methods originated. The second critique emerged from 
the epistemic consequences of comparative methods, particularly when 
the comparisons are made between European events, texts, and practices 
and non-European ones that carry the colonial stigma of being “less than.” 
In this essay I develop the second type of critique, which I describe as 
“decolonizing comparative studies.” Decolonizing comparative studies 
should lead to an-other order of thinking, an-other option for literatures 
and cultures that both focuses on and is existentially nourished by the 
colonial (not the imperial) side of the borders. 

The two trajectories are not, however, worlds apart. The “method” 
(e.g., the way) that corresponds to decolonial options is border thinking 
or border epistemology. Why? Because it is thinking and dwelling in the 
border(s), not just studying border cultures but also dwelling in them 
(see “zero-point epistemology” below). In other words, border thinking 
dwells in the border of imperial/colonial formations. For comparative 
scholars, the border is not a question. It requires entities being com- 
pared to be independent of each other, and it requires the scholar to 
be detached from both entities being compared. Border thinking as a 
decolonial methodology works differently. Decolonial scholars look not 
for similarities and differences between two or more entities or texts but 
attempt to understand their location in the colonial matrix of power, an 
issue to which I will return. 


The “Comparative” Question 
The history of comparative methodology in the human sciences points to- 


ward its origins in comparative philology. The “origin” in standard histories 
of the method hides their “geopolitical point of origination,” Western 
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Europe. The method consisted of identifying languages with common 
roots and then comparing features identified as units of comparison. 
Attention was paid first to the complexity and diversity of European lan- 
guages. For example, comparison among Romance languages consisted 
of grouping Western Romance (from Gallo-Italian to the West), Balkan 
Romance (from Gallo-Italian Italy), South Romance or Italo-Romance, 
Island Romance (Corsica and Sardinian), and Ibero-Romance (Spanish 
and Portuguese). Comparison distinguished itself from the historical 
reconstruction that focused on the origin and unfolding of one single 
language. In that context, the idea of comparative literature materialized 
as a need to complement the idea of national languages and literatures 
with the idea of world literature launched by Goethe. And at that point, 
European imperial nations (Spain, Portugal, Holland, France, and Eng- 
land) had already expanded, conquered, commercialized, and colonized 
a significant part of the world. Goethe’s concept of “World Literature” 
(1827) is often taken as a point of reference for the origin of compara- 
tive literature. There was renewed interest in translation, revitalizing 
the work begun in the sixteenth century, when Spanish missionaries 
translated Indigenous languages (Maya-Quiche, Nahuatl, Aymara, and 
Quechua) to European languages (Spanish, Portuguese, and Latin). 
“World Literature” continued the legacies of early missionary work. 
For proponents of world literature, translation was always centripetal, 
whether they were translating the world into European languages and 
cosmology or translating European ideas to Christianize and civilize the 
rest of the world.? Translation and comparative methodology largely 
contributed to imperial epistemology and the making of colonial (e.g., 
European and indigenous or African languages) and imperial (e.g., 
European and Chinese, Japanese and Arabic languages) differences. 
Border epistemology today is a response to and an attempt to delink 
from imperial epistemology, an issue to which I will frequently return. 
Goethe foresaw the limits of national literatures at the time Europe 
was, literally, all over the world? It was a self-serving project in which 
Germany was concerned with building the idea of the nation that was 
taken—then and today—as the natural point of arrival of the universal 
history that Hegel had already mapped in his lessons on the philosophy 
of history.* 

There you already have the colonial and imperial differential at work— 
the centripetal directions of translation when it involves “literatures” 
(oral and written texts in non-European languages, transliterated into 
alphabetic writing, or translated from a non-Latin alphabetic system) 
from the non-European world. And, at that time, it implied also the 
self-inflicted imperial difference within Europe itself, avatars that in the 
present erupted in the crisis of Europe’s South (Greece and Italy and 
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the Iberian Peninsula, Portugal and Spain). The self-inflicted imperial 
difference created the South of Europe, the Catholic and Latin South 
seen from the Anglo-German Protestant North. Whatever it was,” an un- 
mistakable meaning of the expression the “heart of Europe” (Germany, 
England, and France) was already deep into its global imperial imaginary, 
which included the marginalization of its own south. 

The self-inflicted imperial difference encroached upon linguistics and 
literary hierarchies: Castilian language lost its Renaissance allure in rela- 
tion to the languages of the heart of Europe (French, English, and Ger- 
man) and—from the enunciation of the heart of Europe—Gald6os came 
in second place after Balzac and Dickens. I deny neither France’s impact 
in the sphere of knowledge and aesthetics, nor England’s intellectual 
contributions to political economy and political theory, nor Germany’s 
monumental taking over of Western philosophy. Goethe was thinking 
and writing in that context.’ It was in that atmosphere that comparative 
methodology emerged during the nineteenth century in Europe, eras- 
ing the memory of comparative ethnology in the sixteenth century. At 
the time of Goethe, Spain had fallen off the train of modernity, which 
was driven by Northern countries, where comparative methodologies 
emerged: political theory, political economy, literature, aesthetics, and the 
human sciences, as Dilthey was to theorize at the end of the nineteenth 
century. Theology, at that time, solidified the edifice of Western knowl- 
edge and began the disqualification of all non-Western epistemologies. 
As the reader may realize, I am not moving toward potential compara- 
tive analysis but toward unveiling interconnectedness—the relations and 
hierarchies of the colonial matrix of power. 

What all this means is that comparative method in philology and 
literature in nineteenth-century Europe had one historical foundation 
(comparative ethnology since the “discovery of America”) and three 
major consequences. First, some 150 years after Westphalia, comparing 
was convenient and helpful for the consolidation of Europe into a con- 
glomerate of nation-states. That is, comparative methodology connected 
major European languages and literatures and showed the similarities 
and differences among national languages. Second, it became a common 
language for interdisciplinary conversations because disciplines beyond 
philology adopted the comparative method.’ Third, comparative meth- 
odology interconnected the major countries of Western Europe (France, 
England, Germany, and—because of Renaissance legacy—Italy) at the 
same time that the difference with the South was created. It was not the 
southern countries that invented and promoted comparative methodol- 
ogy. It was invented in the leading imperial countries of the time, where 
scholars and institutions of learning (museums and universities) were 
most productive in terms of literature and sciences. 
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The forces of history in the first decade of the twenty-first century 
brought refreshing changes to the surface of comparative literature 
departments, although their Euro-centered foundation had not been 
shaken up. Globalization changed the old criteria, and the field of 
comparison expanded. In order to maintain control of literary knowl- 
edge, the discipline, the institutions, and the actors had to change, but 
not the principles and categories of knowledge. Change takes place in 
the enunciated, not in the enunciation. For that reason, a great deal of 
attention is being paid to China and East Asia. The goals of compara- 
tive literature move according to the changing winds of the economy: 
imperial Europe in the nineteenth century; East Asia and the Middle 
East with globalization and after 9/11; East Asian literatures with the 
rise of the East. “Who is comparing what and why?” is a question whose 
answer changes with time, for sure. But the point is not that it changes 
with time, but which factors motivate the changes. The changes, however, 
are in the rhetoric of modernity and modernization, not in the logic 
of coloniality. Comparative methodology in the sciences humaines, like 
translation since the sixteenth century, remains unidirectional. 

Overall, the major implicit motivation behind comparative methodol- 
ogy (natural history and the emerging human sciences) was to consolidate 
Europe, in the line of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, as the 
epistemic center of the world. In that genealogy we encounter today not 
only comparative literary studies, as in the 1970s to the 90s, but also the 
construction of the Republic of Letters and of the literary world system. 
That means that while comparative philology and literature secured the 
locus of comparison (the locus of enunciation) in Western principles 
of knowledge (i.e., it was not founded in Mandarin, Arabic, or Aymara 
categories of thoughts), Goethe’s “World Literature” in the nineteenth 
century and Pascale Casanova’s “Republic of Letters” at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century presuppose the same epistemic foundation. 
The “literary world system” that forms the Republic of Letters does not 
operate by itself. It is managed by a center of enunciation, once again, 
by actors, institutions, and categories of thought ingrained in the mak- 
ing of Western civilization. Comparative philology and literature were 
born, after all, within the frame of France and England’s global civilizing 
mission, of which “Orientalism” was one manifestation. World system 
analysis in literature or political economy as well as the Republic of 
Letters is addressed to the enunciated, but not the site of enunciation. 
The enunciation is always located where comparative literature emerged: 
institutions, languages, and categories of thought of European modernity. 

Comparative methods, in other words, served well the self-definition 
of European identity and as such worked simultaneously in two comple- 
mentary directions. One direction was self-referential and built upon 
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Europe’s own local history. Hegel’s lessons on the philosophy of his- 
tory are clear in this respect: he defined the heart of Europe (France, 
England, and Germany), the South (the Latin and Catholic countries), 
and the Northeast (Poland and Russia). The second direction built on 
Europe’s “exteriority” invented through imperial and colonial differences. 
We found the blueprint for this construction in Kant’s Observations on the 
Beautiful and the Sublime (1764). In his section 4 you have it all: first the 
construction of Europe’s interiority (England, France, and Germany); 
then the European imperial difference within Europe itself (e.g., the 
South of Europe, so visible today in the European Union, where the 
debtors’ countries are Greece, Italy, Spain, and Portugal); and, finally, the 
colonial and imperial differences that start with “the Arabs” (cf. Muslims 
of the sixteenth century became Arabs in the eighteenth; the imperial 
difference mutated into colonial difference), then with “Chinese and 
Indians,” then “Africans” and the “Native Americans.” When you con- 
sider colonial and imperial differences in their complexity, comparative 
analysis becomes more problematic. This consideration demands that 
comparison focus on the power differentials that simultaneously unite 
and divide the entities being compared. 

Barbados writer George Lamming always disobeyed and refused to be 
co-opted into a global history of the literature whose enunciation was on 
the side of the English rather than of the Caribbean novel. He suggested 
that English critics shift the geography of their reasoning and multiply 
the loci of enunciations: 


An important question for the English critic, is not what the West Indian novel 
has brought to English writing. It would be more correct to ask what the West 
Indian novelists have contributed to the English reading. For the language in 
which these books are written is English—which, I must repeat—is a West Indian 
language; and in spite of the unfamiliarity of its rhythms, it remains accessible 
to the readers of English anywhere in the world. The West Indian contribution 
to English reading have been made possible by their relations to their themes, 
which are peasant. This is the great difference between the West Indian novelist 
and the contemporary English novelist.’ 


Lamming expresses an underlying discomforting feeling in this quota- 
tion—basically, that “literature” is not a universal concept but a European 
one. The discomfort began when it was necessary to accept that world 
literature (or the Republic of Letters) is also a regional concept with 
global and imperial ambitions that hide its pretense to universality. It 
expresses a totality that is at the same time half of the story: it is in reality 
a totality in the enunciated (it embraces the world), but the enunciation 
is one among many (just European, neither global nor universal). The 
enunciation “appears” as universal because imperial knowledge has been 
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able to silence, appropriate, assimilate, or give credit to non-European 
enunciations building their own totality. The epistemic, political, and 
ethical task is to reduce both the enunciation and the enunciated to size. 
That is the discomfort in Lamming’s statement. For this reason, whatever 
you compare within the system is always half of the story. The discomfort 
has several faces and several phases. While writers from the “third world” 
(in that location or as migrants in Europe and the United States) are 
writing to be “recognized” in the mainstream literary world, writers like 
Lamming are doing something else: appropriating the genre to delink 
from the very bourgeois foundation of the genre itself. At this point, 
literature becomes decolonial. “Postcolonial literature” can be decolonial, 
but it can also be a postcolonial effort to be recognized and accepted 
by actors and institutions that are in a position to recognize and accept. 
The decolonial analytic is always attentive to the colonial aesthetics and 
epistemic differences and to the need to delink, to think in terms of op- 
tions rather than presupposing one single option (universal). The task 
of decolonial thinkers is not to claim recognition or to be included, but 
to shift from the one to the many, from a universal option to pluriversal 
options. 


The “Literature” Question 


The very concept of “literature” is as centered in European history as 
the “comparative method.” Properly speaking, there is no such thing 
as literature in ancient Greece before eighteenth-century Europe; there 
is no such thing as literature among the Aztecs before the nineteenth 
century and the formation of the modern/colonial republic, and there 
is no literature in millenarian China before its clash with the British 
in the first half of the nineteenth century. This is not to say that non- 
modern civilizations are “lacking” something that makes them inferior. 
It is to say that they did not have the Western concept of “literature,” a 
concept that is irrelevant to non-Western cultures. And it means that the 
invention of the concept of “literature” allowed Western scholars and 
institutions to colonize oral and written expressions of other civilizations. 
If “literature” is a universal concept, forever there in space and time, 
then “the world is flat” and unidimensional, and everyone has to submit 
to universal concepts (be they “literature,” “democracy,” “freedom,” or 
“development”). However, “literature” (and other concepts of seemingly 
universal values) and its genres have also been serving decolonial writers 
and decolonial scholars well. 

Chinese and Aztec civilizations created their own writing systems and 
figured out what to do with oral-body expressions when they were not for 
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everyday life but for what today we describe as “aesthetic performances” 
and “religious rituals.” “Literature” in the Middle Ages referred to every- 
thing written in alphabetic writing: “literal locution” was Bartolomé de 
Las Casas’s expression in the Renaissance, to name his own tradition. In 
the eighteenth century, the concept of “literature” mutated and became 
part of the emergence of philosophical aesthetics. Aristotle did not write 
a text called Literature or Literary Theory but Poetics. And he did not use the 
concept of “aiesthesis” in his Poetics but “mimesis,” “poiesis,” and “cathar- 
sis.” To trace the beginning of “literature” in Greece is a regional habitus 
of Western scholars, a tendency to manage knowledge through a single 
story.'! A single story may include many “literatures” in the enunciated, 
but the enunciation is not diverse: the very concept “of literature” is a 
monologic concept that reduces the diversity of the world to a single story. 
By making this argument, I am delinking myself from that single story.” 
There are also conceptualizations that contributed to the colonization 
of knowledge by forcing verbal practices beyond Western civilization to 
be conceived as “literature.” Chronologically, there was no “literature” 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, either—the general concept 
was “poetry,” and it was applied to prose and verse. Lessing’s aesthetic 
treatise, Laocoon (1768), was about the “limits of painting and poetry,” 
not about “literature.” To project current Western concepts of “literature” 
onto Lessing would erase differences in the history of Western thought 
and a slant toward homogeneity and universality coinciding with neo- 
liberal global designs. 

If “literature” was not an existing concept in the scholarly traditions of 
many nonmodern (I do not say premodern to underline that modernity 
is not a period of universal history but a European fiction to describe 
its own present and justify its own imperial future) civilizations like the 
Chinese, Islamic, Mayan, Persian, Turk, Indian Benin Kingdom, and so on, 
then the concept of “literature” also needs to be—like comparative meth- 
odology—decolonized and reduced to size. Let’s take an example from 
Mesoamerican (Aztec) verbal and written expressions. If, for example, 
we translate Nahuatl expressions such as in xochitl, in cuicatl (flowers and 
songs) as “literature,” we reproduce the colonial differential and ignore 
that the reverse is also possible: that “literature” in eighteenth-century 
Europe could be translated into in xochitl, in cuicatl, as Europeans did 
not have “flowers and songs.” “Literature” came chronologically after. 
But the faith of modernity is that what came last disqualifies what was 
there before. That is why it is so important to be numero uno: no one 
will erase you. Consequently, “literature” should be translated into the 
Nahuatl concept and not the other way around. If we take for granted 
that “literature” is a universal concept and therefore it shall absorb in 
xochitl, in cuicatl, thereby losing its singularity, we continue to hide how 
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coloniality of knowledge and of being works. The coloniality of knowl- 
edge works precisely by disavowing and absorbing differences. The fact 
is that “literature” and in xochitl, in cuicail are both entangled, and it is 
precisely the entanglement that poses serious questions to both the uni- 
versality of the concept of literature and to comparison between it and 
xochitl, in cuicatl. Focusing on the entanglement means the retention of 
the actuality of in xochiil, in cuicatl in the past and in the present; it also 
means a focus on relations, on encroachment and power differentials. 

You could compare and elaborate on the meaning of xochitl, in cuicatl 
among the Aztecs and “literature” in Europe since the late eighteenth 
century, but you could not silence one in the name of the other. As 
you can guess, we (you, the reader, and I) are here in the thick of a 
decolonial work. And you could ask why the Nahuatl language needed 
a rhythmic expression (try to pronounce out loud, accentuating the in: 
xochitl, in cuicatl), while in vernacular and modern European languages 
they need one noun (“literature” or “poetry” not in the restricted sense 
of versification, but in the Aristotelian sense). Suppose that someone 
writes a book on “global xochitl, in cuicail’ and includes Shakespeare in 
one chapter. You may feel surprised. And, if you are British, you may 
even feel offended. Well, why are you not surprised at the possibility of 
inverting the terms of the conversation, why do you think that if xochitl, 
in cuicatl is included in “literature,” then Nahuatl speakers should be 
thankful and happy for the recognition? The word and concept of “lit- 
erature” in Europe comes from “letter,” which in the European imaginary 
refers to alphabetic writing. Imperial differences began to take shape 
in the making of comparative ethnology and the supremacy of Western 
alphabetic writing. 

Comparison had a very clear and distinctive purpose (the “why” ques- 
tion): comparison was needed to build the imaginary of the European 
self in contradistinction with the non-European other. The purpose is 
not fixed in stone, but it has been defined in relation to the overall 
epistemology of the single story and the centrality of the enunciation 
that manages the single story. The challenge today is to decolonize the 
historical foundation of comparative methodology and the concept of 
literature; only then may the purpose of comparative work shift the 
geography of reasoning and embrace the geopolitics of knowledge. 
Decolonizing the legacies of comparative methodologies and literary 
studies and engaging in a decolonial analytic require, first of all, the 
unveiling of the imperial connotations of key concepts such as literature, 
comparison, aesthetics: the entire Euro-centered vocabulary of literary 
and aesthetic scholarship. In a nutshell, they require the decolonization 
of knowledge that includes in this case the comparative method and the 
concept of literature. 
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A history of Nahuatl “literature” (the language of the ancient Aztecs) 
was published in the mid-twentieth century, and a history of Persian 
“literature” is in the process of being composed." They focus on “one” 
literature (Nahuatl or Persian). However, framing Nahuatl and Persian 
verbal expressions as “literature” makes visible the colonial epistemic 
and aesthetic difference and the acquiescence by the scholars doing 
the job to the universal value of a regional (in space and time) concept. 
Although these are not explicitly comparative works, the acceptance of 
the word “literature” in the title introduces comparison by the wayside. 
Let’s explore this issue in more detail by examining two remarkable 
books that bring it back home. 

Dennis Tedlock’s 2000 Years of Mayan Literature and Sheldon Pollock’s 
edited volume, Literary Cultures in History: Reconstructions from South Asia, 
offer us much to think about as well as opportunities to delink from the 
imperial chains of comparative methodology.'* What do we learn from 
them in terms of comparative methodology in the study of literatures? 
The title of Pollock’s edited book indicates a discomfort with the con- 
cepts of history and literature. In the introduction, he undermines the 
universality of both literature and history, and he examines “culture” to 
look at them from a distance. “Culture,” however, belongs to the same 
family as “literature” and “religion,” to the same civilization that invented 
the three concepts. As a matter of fact, “culture” became, in the eigh- 
teenth century, the term used to build communities of birth (nation; 
i.e., natio) and to displace the term used to imagine communities of faith 
(religion; i.e., religare, relegere). National languages and literary “cultures” 
served nation-states to create communities of birth and to displace the 
Christian monopoly on building communities of believers. All that was 
a problem for Europe only, not for China, Islam, or India before the 
British dismantled the Mughal Sultanate. Taking the step that Pollock 
took allows for a preliminary distance, if not delinking, from history 
and literature. Something has to stay. But that two main key concepts 
(literature and religion on the one hand and literature and history on 
the other) have been called into question is enough to alert us to fol- 
low suit and to call into question “culture,” too, but I will not go there 
at this point. I appreciate the step taken by Pollock, but we cannot do 
everything at once. 

Pollock reminds us of the word vanmaya, which he translates as 
“things made of language.” In Local Histories/Global Designs, I recast the 
Western concept of “literature” in the larger and decolonial concept of 
“languaging,” a term I borrowed from Chilean philosopher and neuro- 
physiologist Humberto Maturana. Maturana’s “languaging” is already 
a concept that delinks from the logic of Western thought. Although 
derived from Latin roots and transmuted into several modern European 
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languages, the transformation of a noun into an action, languaging 
(doing things with language as thinking is doing things with thoughts) 
introduces the necessary break-up and wake-up call. Maturana doesn’t 
work so much with categories of non-Western cultures; his decoloniz- 
ing knowledge comes from his shifting the way Western sciences have 
understood and built the concept of “representation.” Starting from the 
premise that living is knowing and knowing is living, he has made of a 
noun the central concept in the philosophy of language and dispensed 
with “representation”: languaging focuses on the enunciation and not 
on the enunciated. Interestingly enough, languages of Mayan roots—like 
Tojolabal—do not have a third person in their pronoun system. In that 
language it is difficult to come up with the concept of “representation.” 

In many Amerindian philosophies, the future is on your back (because 
you cannot see it), while the past is at your front (because you can see 
it). In that cosmology, it is difficult to come up with the concept of 
“progress and development.” That is why Michel Foucault felt discomfort 
at the essential relations of words and things that Jorge Luis Borges had 
previously ridiculed with his notes on the strange classificatory logic of 
a certain Chinese encyclopedia. As you may have noticed, my argument 
is built on unveiling the entanglement rather than on comparing the 
entangled entities; by so doing, I attempt to unveil the logic of compara- 
tive methodology. My point is not whether we should defend comparative 
studies or get rid of it, but that disciplinary methodologies invented by 
human beings at a given point in time and space (e.g., nineteenth- 
century Europe) and within specific overarching systems of ideas, beliefs, 
and “structures of feeling” were built on the experiences and needs of 
European intellectual elites at the time that Europe was affirming itself 
as Europe and as the center of the world. 

“Things made in language” runs parallel to the Nahuatl expression in 
xochitl, in cuicatl. When Mexican scholar Angel Maria Garibay wrote the 
“history of Nahuatl literature,” he meant all “things made in languages,” 
via the mouth and by the extension of the hands (painting codex with 
black and red ink). But he did not have a concept other than “literature.” 
“Languaging” instead of “literature” brings forward “things made with 
language” no matter which civilization we are discussing. It functions as a 
connector and not an abstract universal, as does “literature.” At the same 
time, “languaging” brings the subject, the knower, in close relation with 
the events or the text. “Languaging” captures not only “literature” but 
“comparative methodology,” as well (because comparing is something 
carried out with language). It dissolves the distinction between literature 
as art and comparative studies as scholarship. It delinks from the ontol- 
ogy of the essence (which always directs us toward the enunciated) and 
introduces a relational ontology in which the subject is part of the event 
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being described. As such, “languaging” runs parallel to the relational 
ontology at work in Native American and other indigenous philosophies. 

So if one asks, comparatively, “What were the things made in language 
that Europeans engaged in?” or “What did Europeans do to bring ‘flow- 
ers and songs’ together and to combine ‘the red and the black ink’?,” 
a conclusion could be reached, according to which Europeans did not 
have concepts such as “things made in language” or in xochitl, in cui- 
call or in tlilli, in tlapalli. Europeans were indeed deficient. They used 
instead concepts such as “poetry or/and literature” to name activities 
and entities similar to the ones ancient civilizations in South Asia and 
Mesoamerica conceived differently. But the coloniality of knowledge 
made us believe that “literature” superseded in xochitl, in cuicatl when, 
decolonially speaking, it did so only for Europeans and for all those 
who consent to European perspectives. But—as was always obvious, 
though forgotten or ignored, and even more so today than in the past 
five hundred years—the majority of the world does not consent to this 
single story. As you can see, I am not acquiescing with, but delinking 
from, the universality of the concept of “literature,” and of “comparative 
methodology.” Imperial discourses tend to erase nonimperial memories 
and reproduce forgetting. Decolonizing knowledge means to uncover 
erased memories. In so doing, my aim here is not only to analyze and 
report on the concepts of “comparative methodology” and “literature” 
but also to delink from what I analyze and report on in the very act of 
reporting and analyzing. 

Let’s now turn to Tedlock’s 2000 Years of Mayan Literature. Tedlock’s 
study, although using the concept of “literature” in the title, shows that 
“literature” is a misnomer and an imperial Western appropriation of 
Mayan oral and graphic expressions. For the attentive reader, Tedlock 
dismantles careless Western imperial uses of “literature” as a universal 
concept. Two thousand years is a long time, going back to the beginning 
of the Christian era. However, Tedlock goes back even farther, to the 
earlier remains of Mayan writing, several centuries before Christ, even 
before Greek philosophy, tragedy, and narrative. I am not European but 
of European descent in the Americas, where Maya, Aztecs, and Incas are 
to the Americas what Greece and Rome are to Europeans. Why should I 
take for granted that the Western concept of “literature” is what I want and 
need? I could only do so on the condition of blocking my lived experi- 
ence and accepting the principles and categories of imperial knowledge. 

Tedlock’s first chapter is of enormous interest in exploring civilizational 
entanglement as well as the scholar’s and the intellectual’s location in that 
entanglement. The chapter is titled “Learning to Read.” It may sound 
offensive, or it may make you think of Wolfgang Iser. Its raison d’étre, 
however, is not related to “reader response criticism”: “Standing at the 
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core of the Mayan writing system are the signs for dates from a divina- 
tory calendar that was shared with the rest of Mesoamerica. Each date 
combines a day number, taken from a repeating series that runs from 
one through thirteen, with a day name, taken from a series of twenty 
names that run concurrently with the numbers. Because thirteen and 
twenty have no common factor, there are 260 possible combinations of 
number and names.”!® 

Now, the two thousand years of Mayan literature began to be stretched 
to 700-500 BC, when the Mayan calendar had been dated. But this is 
numeracy, not literacy, and literature is a question of literacy, not nu- 
meracy. This is an assumption, not a “fact” that comes from the facts 
themselves. Certainly, from numeracy we could derive “numerature” as 
we derive literature from literacy. But it could be hard to understand 
numbers as letters and literature made of numbers. We now face three 
problems. The first is the ontic dimension of entities and/or events be- 
ing compared (e.g., “literary” works, “literary” or “artistic” events). The 
second is that “literature” is universal only from the Western perspective 
and after the eighteenth century. The third is the ontological question 
that asks for the condition under which it is believed to be universal (e.g., 
the belief that Greeks, Chinese, and the Mayans have “literature”). For 
all three cases we shall keep in mind that, while for the Greeks writing 
was alphabetic, for the Chinese and Mayans it was not. That is, there 
were no “letters” from which to derive “literature.”!” By accepting “lit 
erature” and at the same time questioning its conceptualization, both 
Tedlock and Pollock open up the ontological deuniversalizing of Western 
universals. We are in a position now to argue for the decolonization of 
comparative methodology. 


Decolonizing (Comparative) Methodology: From Critical 
Theory to Decolonial Thinking 


Mainstream comparative studies in any discipline presuppose the ontic 
dimension of the events, texts, processes, and so forth, being compared. 
But what if, in trying to compare two or more entities, we attempt to relate 
them? What would be the consequences of relating instead of comparing? 
The obvious first consequence is that we move from an ontology of es- 
sence to a relational ontology. I argue that one way of delinking from 
comparative methodology is to move from an ontology of essence to a 
relational ontology. 

The first case is Max Horkheimer’s distinction between “critical and 
traditional theory.” It was an important step within European epistemol- 
ogy to show the limits of the epistemology of essence (i.e., knowledge 
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about entities that have mass and occupy space, that have an essence, 
a gist, a “heart”). Although Horkheimer doesn’t refer to comparative 
methodology, it is evident that at the time the method was founded it 
was inscribed in the frame of traditional theory. Horkheimer uses the 
expression “traditional theory” descriptively. It means a way of theoriz- 
ing that already has a tradition, one based on the assumption that the 
objects of traditional theories are substances inhabited by an essence. 
Traditional theory starts from the given, and as such it is the philosophy 
behind empiricism. “Critical theory” instead starts from the assumption 
that what is to be known is always a construction of the knowing subject. 
The ontology of the essence is called into question. First, Horkheimer’s 
critical theory is the first step to call into question the foundations of 
comparative methodology, which assumes the essence of entities being 
compared. Second, by bringing the knowing subject to the forefront, 
Horkheimer moves away from an epistemology in which knowing subjects 
are transparent observers of entities independent of them to a relational 
ontology in which knowing subjects are constituted as knowers in the 
process of constituting what is to be known and understood. The ontol- 
ogy of essence goes hand in hand with a zero-point epistemology: the 
detached observer who describes and explains. Comparative methodology 
was founded on those assumptions. 

Horkheimer’s concerns were those of a European philosopher and 
intellectual dealing with issues and problems relevant to Europe. His 
concerns were also his limits. The knowing subject of critical theory is 
an abstract subject, a subject without gender, race, geohistorical location. 
Consequently, his important conceptualization of critical theory that 
shows the underpinning of traditional theory (and of comparative meth- 
odology) has serious limitations for decolonial thinking. Decolonially, the 
knowing subject is never abstract, and the same is true of Horkheimer’s 
knowing subject. Horkheimer was European, German, and Jewish. His 
article was written in 1937. I am neither European (German or Jewish) 
nor U.S. born and educated, but an American Catholic from Argentina 
who became a Latino after I arrived in the United States in 1974. Deco- 
lonial thinking, then, introduces a third layer after traditional and criti- 
cal theory, a layer in which the knowing subject and the known object 
or processes are configured at the crossroads of racial and geohistorical 
colonial frames. Consequently, relational ontology in decolonial think- 
ing is not the same as the relational ontology in the frame of Western 
modernity with which Horkheimer was operating.'® 

What other options are available beyond comparing? The answer, I 
elaborate, is “relating.” But the question now is not just that of relating 
but the frame in which decolonial scholars and intellectuals operate. The 
answer is that decolonial thinkers are interested in uncovering hidden 
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connections and relations between events, processes, and entities in the 
colonial matrix of power." The colonial matrix is a structure of global 
management that came into being during the sixteenth century—a 
complex structure to manage the economy, authority, gender, sexuality, 
ethnicity, and, above all, knowledge. It is the control of knowledge that 
holds the different domains of the matrix together. Because the manage- 
ment of knowledge is what makes the world move—that is, allows the 
colonial matrix to operate—we are all in the matrix. The matrix cannot 
be observed from outside because the knower and the known are not 
only mutually constituted as Horkheimer argued for critical theory, but 
they/we are also both constituted in and by the colonial matrix. In this 
case, zero-point epistemology doesn’t obtain, and both traditional and 
critical theory are decolonially called into question. 

The colonial matrix is at once a structure of management and the 
frame of a cosmology. As such, it is an option between other coexisting 
cosmologies: religious, scientific, and ideological (by which I mean a 
secular system of ideas, parallel to a religious system of ideas). Compara- 
tive methodology, both in its ethnological enactment and methodological 
institutionalization, presupposed the ideological/religious frame of the 
Enlightenment; that is, it is limited in space and time to how Europeans 
imagined themselves, how the world was created, and what the future 
they envisioned would be. This—the frame of modernity, the belief in 
the progress of history, of Spirit as Hegel had it, marching from east 
to West, overcoming previous historical periods in which Spirit did not 
yet enjoy the Freedom it will find in nineteenth-century Europe and 
Germany—is where comparative methodology was founded. Invisible 
behind the march of the Spirit and the triumph of the Enlightenment 
were already three centuries of coloniality that was being reorganized in 
nineteenth-century Europe. In Europe, only modernity was visible, not 
coloniality. That is why the colonial matrix of power was made visible 
not by Europeans but by non-European decolonial leaders and scholars- 
intellectuals-activists (like Gandhi or Fanon). Once we move from critical 
theory within the European frame of modernity, and from modern or 
postmodern to decolonial relational ontologies, a different landscape 
opens up. Decolonial projects are not interested in similarities and 
differences but above all in the mechanisms and strategies that, within 
the colonial matrix of power, create similarities and differences and 
maintain relations and hierarchies between entities, regions, languages, 
religions, “literatures,” people, knowledges, economies, and the like. 
Decolonial thinking briefly delinks from both traditional and critical 
theory and underlines knowledge as geopolitically and corpopolitically 
constituted within the colonial matrix of power. The goals, concerns, and 
interests of decolonial thinkers (intellectuals, activists, scholars) could be 
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compatible but are harder to combine with those of modern and post- 
modern scholars. 

Let me be more specific—as the second case to be examined—by 
reflecting on the process of coauthoring a book, Learning to Unlearn: De- 
colonial Reflections from Eurasia and the Americas, with Madina Tlostanova.”° 
While the subtitle may suggest a comparative project, the argument de- 
links explicitly from both area studies and comparative area studies: two 
imperial framings that disavowed thinking in and from those areas being 
studied and compared. Tlostanova and I did not build the argument on 
comparison, as if Eurasia and the Americas were two independent entities 
that can be compared, but instead we tried to explain their place and 
respective entanglement with the European/U.S. imperial ordering of 
the world and, therefore, the ways in which the Americas and Eurasia 
(and we, the authors, as well) are entangled in the colonial matrix of 
power. Explicitly we delink from “comparative” methods and specifically 
with comparative area studies. Our goals were to understand how these 
two entities have been invented, described, classified, and allocated a 
distinctive place in a global order that has formed since the sixteenth 
century, a global order that was constructed on the bases of making 
and transforming colonial and imperial differences that involve us, the 
authors, in the present. Comparison was not the point; instead, it was 
the respective locations and relations of Eurasia and the Americas in 
the modern/colonial world system. And so the focus was not on two as- 
sumed autonomous entities to be observed and compared, but on the 
effort to understand the entanglement, in which we, as scholars, are also 
intellectually implicated. 

For example, within the larger concept of “Eurasia,” Central Asia and 
the Caucasus are—in relation to Russia, the Soviet Union, and the Rus- 
sian Federation—geohistorical and geopolitical configurations similar 
to South America and the Caribbean in relation to the United States 
in the larger frame called “the Americas.” To grasp why this is so, it was 
necessary to go into the history of the modern/colonial world and to 
understand the secondary role that Russia began to play in relation to 
European empires, contrary to the leading role that the United States 
assumed after the decay of European empires at the end of World War 
II. In turn, Central Asia and Caucasus, on the one hand, and South 
America and the Caribbean, on the other, became regions dependent 
on the two major formations that clashed during the Cold War. You can 
perhaps argue that what we are doing here is comparing, but I should 
remind you that what Tlostanova and I analyzed are the entanglements 
that ensnared us, not the entities. Furthermore, the analysis and argu- 
ments were not written from the perspective of the United States or 
Russia/Soviet Union/Russian Federation, but from the perspective of 
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the history of Central Asia/Caucasus and South America/Caribbean. 
The entanglement of the entities and the entanglement of the knowing 
subjects with geopolitical entities ranked in the global order through 
colonial differentials are embedded in the argument. 

You may ask, And how do you achieve that? This question could also be 
asked of someone who claims that her perspective is that of the United 
States or Russia, or for that matter of someone who claims that his per- 
spective is neutral, that it is above the domain being investigated. How do 
you assume a neutral or a U.S. or a Russian perspective? The bottom line 
for decolonial scholars and intellectuals is how to detach from zero-point 
epistemology (the belief in the detached neutrality of the observer) and 
one of its surrogates, the nationality of a given subject. Entangled subjects 
dwelling in the border of colonial and imperial differences have the op- 
tion of either blocking the experience of the border and assuming the 
neutrality of the knowing subject, or translating such living experiences 
into border thinking, a form of decolonial epistemology. The answer is 
that you engage in the latter when you are aware that your identity and 
experience are always already sociogenetically overdetermined by the 
coloniality of knowledge (the crucial sphere of the colonial matrix of 
power), and when from that awareness you embrace the history and the 
genealogy of thoughts of your own assumed living experiences, instead 
of assuming a genealogy of thought that is not embedded in your own 
living and assumed experience. It is from our respective experiences in 
Eurasia and the Americas that Tlostanova and I worked out a “relational 
ontology” (rather than a comparative methodology) that has more in 
common with Native Americans’ epistemology than with Western re- 
sponses to “de-notative ontology.” 


Conclusion 


I have argued that comparative methodology was founded on the 
epistemology of the zero point that presupposes a detached observer 
comparing two independent entities and looking for similarities and 
differences. I have also argued that comparative methodology as such 
was an invention of nineteenth-century Europe at the height of its con- 
solidation as Western civilization and as world imperial power. For that 
reason, comparative methodology was naturalized as a method across 
disciplines in the social sciences and humanities whose field of investiga- 
tion was on the one hand the society, economy, and histories of Europe 
and on the other European society, economy, and histories compared 
with the non-European world. Eurocentrism (and its extension to the 
United States) has been called into question for some time now, but 
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there is still a lot of work ahead of us. While recognizing the significant 
contributions that Western civilization, the last such civilization to ap- 
pear on the planet, made to the diversity of the human species, today 
the imperial assumption that the last is the first and the entire planet 
must bend to its will is not acceptable. 

The geopolitics of knowing, sensing, and believing is assumed by schol- 
ars and intellectuals all over the world, recognizing that their cultures, 
societies, economies, knowledges, linguistics, and visual creativity were 
part of what Europe wanted to know, at the same time that non-European 
knowing was either ignored or degraded to myth, folklore, folk art, in- 
ferior religions, and certainly not sustainable knowledge. Given that the 
control of knowledge is at the same time the control of being, a means 
to colonize knowledges and beings (manifesting itself in many ways, from 
education to the justification of war, exploitation of lands, geopolitical 
rape and murder), the task ahead for decolonial scholars and intellectu- 
als is to work toward the decoloniality of knowledge and being. This call 
originated in the ex-third world (Asia, Africa, South America) as well 
as (more specifically) among Native Americans and First Nations in the 
heart of the United States, Canada, and Australasia. While comparative 
methodology and the concept of literature originated in Europe and 
gained global currency, decolonizing methodology originated in the 
non-European world and is now gaining global currency. The main goal 
is not to improve or change the discipline, but to generate knowledge 
and understanding for epistemic and political liberation as well as for 
the ethical foundation of knowledge and politics. 

Finally, I argue that decolonial scholars and intellectuals do not com- 
pare but look at the sites of entanglements—not any entanglements, but 
those articulated by the “/” of modernity/coloniality. Decolonial thinking 
presupposes that the domain to be investigated and thought through 
is first and foremost the location of modern/colonial entanglements 
defined by colonial and imperial epistemic/ontological differences, a 
location which the knowing subject cannot escape. That is why border 
thinking presupposes indigenous (and other nonmodern) relational 
ontologies rather than substantial Western ontologies, for which mod- 
ern/colonial entanglements are out of sight. Substantial ontologies are 
basically modern and territorial. And that is also why decolonial think- 
ing requires delinking from zero-point epistemology, where comparative 
methodology has been founded, and delinking from the already-made 
entities such as the ideas of “literature” and of geohistorical entities 
like “Europe,” “Eurasia,” or “America.” Delinking means unveiling the 
processes of how such entities came to be, rather than accepting them 
as already-constituted entities. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 


Transnationalizing Comparison: 
The Uses and Abuses of Cross-Cultural Analogy 


Robert Stam and Ella Shohat 


N THIS ESSAY, WE EXPLORE the role of comparison within the race 

and colonial debates as they play across various national and cultural 

zones—American, French, and Brazilian. Any discussion of these na- 
tional zones is haunted by a discursive history of comparative dichotomies 
within situations of assymetrical empowerment: Europe and its others; 
the West and the rest; Global North and Global South. How should we 
analyze the rubrics, keywords, and evaluative repertoires in which debates 
about race and cultural difference are conducted in these diverse sites? 
What happens in the movement of ideas from one geographical space 
and cultural semantics to another, and how does that impact the rhetoric 
of comparison? Here we will deploy a relational and transnational method 
that seeks to eludicate the insights and blind spots and aporias of diverse 
comparative approaches and frameworks. 

Poststructuralist approaches to translation and adaptation figure in our 
discussion to the degree that they challenge a moralistic and dichoto- 
mous idiom of fidelity versus betrayal, as, for example, in the discussion 
of filmic adaptations of novels that assumes the possibility of one-to-one 
adequation between the cultural/textual worlds of original and copy.’ 
In terms of cross-cultural translation and adaptation, we prefer to speak 
not of adequate or inadequate copies of cultures seen as originary and 
normative, but rather of an unending process of reciprocal transtextuality. 
Our stress, therefore, is on the interactive and recombinant dialogism 
evoked by terms like revoicing, reaccentuation, indigenization, and me- 
diation. At the same time, these dialogical mediations are shaped and 
produced within specific cultural contexts that imply a situated “take” on 
the act of comparison itself. And just as adaptation theory tries to avoid 
the axiomatic superiority of one medium (for example, literature) over 
another (for example, cinema), or of the novel as original and the film 
as a definitionally inadequate copy, so cross-cultural comparison risks 
surreptitiously inscribing one cultural or national zone as original and 
the other as copy, one culture as ontological real and the other as phe- 
nomenal imitation, one culture as substance and the other as accident, 
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one culture as normative and the other as aberrant. Here we will be 
especially critical of comparisons that operate through colonialist, re- 
ductivist, culturalist, or essentialist grids that assume linear and dichoto- 
mous axes of “foreign”/ “native,” “export”/“import,” “inside”/“outside,” 
“transmitter”/ “receiver,” “origin”/ “copy.” 

Asymmetries of power, meanwhile, impact the discourse and rhetoric 
of comparison. Thus cross-cultural comparisons can be reciprocal or 
unilateral, multidirectional or unidirectional, dialogic or monologic. 
The question, then, becomes: Which ideas transit easily, and which face 
obstacles at the border? What are the “social conditions” of what Pierre 
Bourdieu called, in the title of the last article he ever published, “the 
international circulation of ideas?” In what ways do national interests, 
cultural institutions, and global socioeconomic alignments mark the 
itineraries of “traveling theories” (Edward Said)? How are comparisons 
shaped by infranational, national, and supranational exceptionalisms, 
narcissisms, and disavowals? How is national memory narrated and instru- 
mentalized within cross-national comparison? What anxieties and hopes, 
what utopias and dystopias, are provoked by a comparative treatment 
of such issues as “race,” “colonialism,” and “multiculturalism” in diverse 
sites? Why does cross-national comparison provoke defensive objections 
along the lines of: “But our situation is completely different; it is simply 
not comparable”? Here we will examine a few examples of the rhetorics 
of comparison, some embedded in cultural-essentialist assumptions, while 
others are mobilized in the critique of such assumptions. 

The operative terms of comparative debates sometimes shift their 
political and epistemological valence in diverse national zones. What, 
then, are the blocages symboliques which prevent comparabilities from 
being recognized and translated, or, conversely, how do certain taken- 
for-granted frames of comparison actually impede transnational analysis? 
How do key terms crystallize identity in ways that prevent the recogni- 
tion of commonalities? Why, for example, is the concept of la République 
so central to debates in France but not in the United States or Brazil, 
even though all three are republics? Why is miscegenation a constant 
theme in Brazil but not in France or the United States, even though all 
three countries are, in their own way, miscegenated? Why does the term 
“communitarianism” carry such a powerful negative charge in France yet 
seldom figure in the debates in Brazil and the United States? In sum, the 
unpacking of the transatlantic traffic of race/colonial debates requires a 
relational analysis of knowledge production and dissemination. 

How, then, have cross-cultural and transnational comparisons been 
instrumentalized? What does comparison illuminate or fail to illuminate? 
Is national or ethnic narcissism inevitable, or can it be transcended? 
By transnationalizing the debates, we hope to scrutinize what might be 
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called cross-border looking relations. What are the grids, prisms, tropes, 
and even fun-house mirrors through which comparisons are established? 
How does cross-national comparison intersect with other modalities of 
comparison, such as metaphor, simile, and allegory? Along which vec- 
tors does comparison take place? What is the cognitive value of cross- 
-national comparison? Does comparison assume a prior assumption 
of an illusory coherence on both sides of the comparison? How does 
comparison change when we move from comparing two entities (with 
the concomitant danger of reified binaries) to comparing three or more 
entities (with the danger of a dizzying proliferation)? Or is comparison 
always in search of a third entity, Aristotle’s tertium comparationis, and is 
it a sideways-glancing utterance that is addressed to a third party, which 
also implies the transcendance of binarism? Is comparison necessarily 
premissed on overly neat national and geographical boundaries? 


Nation as Comparison 


Nation-states define themselves with and against other nations in a 
diacritical process of identity formation. The “fictive we” of the nation is 
forged with, through, and against other nations, often through a rhetoric 
of (sometimes invidious) comparison, a specular play of self and other. 
For example, France has historically defined itself against the Muslim 
world (Charles Martel, the Crusades, EI Cid), then against England and 
Germany, and now, at least in political terms, against the U.S. hyperpower. 
The United States has defined itself with and against Native Americans 
internally, and externally against Great Britain (the Revolutionary War), 
Spain (the Spanish-American War), Germany and Japan (the two World 
Wars), the Soviet Union (the Cold War), and now Islamic fundamen- 
talism (the “War on Terror”). American neoconservatives, meanwhile, 
have tried to define the perennial ally, France, as an enemy. Brazil, too, 
has defined itself vis-à-vis various colonizing or neocolonizing powers— 
Portugal, France, Spain, Holland, Great Britain, and the United States. 
Thus ego-reinforcing national narration is always already engaged with 
national others. It is not only a question of how a nation projects itself 
but also how it projects others within these mutually shaping projections. 

Exceptionalist mythologies in the United States, meanwhile, have 
tended to stress the ways that the United States is not comparable to 
European nations, for example, that it has never been a colonial or 
imperial state, even though the United States colonized indigenous 
America, came to imperialize Latin America, and has indulged in vari- 
ous neoimperial binges and surges. French exceptionalism, by the same 
token, edits out France’s massive participation in the slave trade in the 
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Caribbean. The structure of these amnesiac denials of commonalities 
recalls that of the “denegations” (je sais mais quand même or “I know, but 
still . . .”) theorized by psychoanalysis. The perpetual temptation, given 
that nation-state histories always have an element of the sordid and the 
violent, is to project repressed historical memories onto the screens of 
other nations and to search for comparisons that flatter rather than 
those that shame or embarrass. 

Exceptionalist discourses often go hand in hand with cultural essential- 
ism and national characterologies, whether mobilized to celebrate (or 
on occasion denounce) one’s own nation or denounce (or celebrate) 
another nation. American exceptionalism promotes the idea of the United 
States as uniquely democratic and destined to exercise wonder-working 
benevolent power in the world. Within the American exceptionalist view, 
the United States accumulates a series of “firsts’—and “firsts” are simply 
the chronological version of comparison—premissed on U.S. narcissistic 
advantage. The United States is proclaimed to be the first “new nation,” 
the first modern constitutional democracy, the first immigrant “nation of 
nations,” and the only country based on opportunity for the individual. 
Blessed by Providence with a unique purpose and fate, the United States, 
in comparison to others, avoided their petty foibles and thus transcended 
the gravity and “downers” of history as that which hurts. U.S. exception- 
alism promotes the myth of innocence through tropes of prelapsarian 
“American Adams”’—again, innocent in comparison to postlapsarian 
European others—wandering in a virgin paradise. 

Exceptionalism, whether in the American “Beacon-to-the-World” form 
or in the French mission-civilisatrice form or in the exceptionalism-light of 
the “we-are-all-mixed-and-tolerant” Brazilian form, is comparison in the 
superlative mode, with each nation proclaiming itself to be the “greatest” 
in some respect, whether in terms of political model or cultural expression 
or popular practices. Exceptionalism forms part of the standard rhetoric 
of American politicians from both parties who constantly embroider their 
speeches with ritual references to “this great land of ours,” “the greatest 
nation in history,” and the “greatest democracy on the face of the earth.” 
Exceptionalism, in this sense, consists in the refusal to compare, in the 
tendency to find one’s own nation peerless, beyond compare. Yet this 
exceptionalism is rife with aporias. How can a nation-state that regards 
itself as exceptional demand that others follow in its tracks, if those tracks 
have already been defined as exceptional? The discourse is inherently 
paradoxical: while seeing itself as exceptional, the United States also 
declares itself as a norm to be diffused and emulated, thus containing 
its own aporia and potential dissolution as it moves from exception to 
norm.’ But the United States is not exceptional in its exceptionalism; 
nationalism, in general, shapes fictions of unsullied virtue and seamless 
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unity and coherence, yet the very foundations of modern nation-states 
forcibly entail the monopolization of violence, the repression of differ- 
ence, and the mandatory forgetfulness of originary crimes. 

Cross-national comparisons are equally imbued with affect, fears, vani- 
ties, desires, and projections. They can idealize the “home” country or 
denigrate it, just as they can idealize the “away” country or denigrate 
it, or they can seek broad relationalities, which deconstruct nation-state 
thinking by discerning commonalities, thereby bypassing the border 
police. U.S. pro-American exceptionalism is sometimes countered by 
the negative exceptionalism of its homegrown American critics who fail 
to see the embeddedness of the United States within broader historical 
patterns of pan-European hegemony. French anti-Americanism also rests 
on a tacit comparison: American imperialism in the present is worse than 
ours in the past.* American anti-Americanism, or negative exceptional- 
ism, meanwhile, offers the upside-down narcissism of superlative badness: 
“Our own imperialism is the absolute worst; no one is as breathtakingly 
evil as we are.” 

Cross-cultural and transnational comparisons serve myriad purposes. 
Negotiating constantly between the facile universalism which denies 
difference (“We’re all human beings!”) and the bellicose stigmatization 
of difference (good versus evil; us versus them), comparison at times 
can trigger, as we shall see, a salutary deprovincialization and mutual 
illumination. Variously emphasizing contrasts, similarities, or comple- 
mentarities, comparisons can move along a spectrum that goes from a 
maximalist differentialism (“We have nothing in common with them!”), 
to a paternalistic top-down “good neighborism” (“We have everything in 
common but do not forget you’re subordinate”), to a quasi-masochistic 
self-denigration (“We will never be as good as you!”). Nations can project 
their own worst tendencies onto alter-ego nations, imagining in others 
their own most ignoble traits. Or they develop a resentful discourse of 
victimization that remains narcissistic because the aggrieved victim nation 
retains the psychic capital of its own professed innocence. Or dissident 
minorities and “internal émigrés” can endow other nations with utopian 
possibilities, seeing them as the sites of hope in a situation of despair. 

Sometimes comparisons get mapped onto stagist teleologies, which 
inscribe countries into larger, global temporalities that project some na- 
tions as comparatively “ahead” or “behind” on an imaginary timeline of 
progress. Stagist theory within Europe goes back to the Enlightenment 
as a secularization of the teleologies of Divine Providence. According to 
the modernizing discourse of a G. W. F. Hegel or a Max Weber, South 
nations like Brazil were seen as “behind” the North. But recently, we have 
seen a number of historiographical reversals, whereby Latin Americanists 
stress that Latin America historically preceded Anglo-America by almost 
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a century, and even that most of North America, as evidenced in state 
names such as Florida and California, was Latin before it was Anglo. 
The ethnocentric provincialisms of the West, from the Enlightenment 
to twentieth-century modernization and even, ironically, to postmodern 
theory, have tended to cast non-European cultures and regions as “al- 
lochronic” (Johannes Fabian) or “behind” in the race for progress. 


Comparison as Ethnic Ranking 


Nationalist and panethnic exceptionalisms sometimes go hand in hand 
with an especially invidious form of comparison: ranking. We find an ex- 
ample in Hegel’s The Philosophy of History where every attribute of Hegel’s 
personal identity becomes associated with supreme rank: Germany is the 
best country, Europe the best continent, Christianity the best religion 
(and Protestantism its best incarnation). Eurocentric/racist discourse, 
meanwhile, classically took the form of ranking the higher and lower 
forms of civilization and comparing the glorious achievements of the 
“West” to the allegedly paltry achievements of “the rest.” In The Philosophy 
of History, Hegel contrasts the Northern Hemisphere, characterized by 
republican constitutions, Protestantism, prosperity, and freedom, with a 
Southern Hemisphere characterized by authoritarianism, Catholicism, 
militarism, and unfreedom. “While South America was conquered,” Hegel 
wrote, “North America was colonized.” In terms of relative prosperity, 
historians might correct Hegel to say that in the early Iberian stage of 
colonization, which Karl Marx sarcastically called the “rosy dawn of 
capitalist accumulation,” it was South America that was actually wealthier 
than the North. The European domination of the Americas, moreover, 
usually involved both conquest and colonization 

Despite its problems, Hegel’s overdrawn North/South schema became 
hugely influential. The North was erected as the model for the South, 
just as the West was inscribed as the model for the East. Both Brazilian 
and American commentators stressed that the countries of South America 
were less prosperous and dynamic than the United States and that this 
difference was rooted in national character. Many negative views of Latin 
American character, both from within and from without, also betray the 
influence of Max Weber, whose work might be described as an exercise 
in comparative characterology. The narcissistic question that orients (“oc- 
cidents?”) Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism is how to 
explain something Weber takes to be axiomatic—European superiority. 
Why did Europe develop industry, science, and liberal institutions, Weber 
asks, while the “rest of the world” did not? For Weber, European advan- 
tages were not the result of massive appropriation of the land, resources, 
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and labor of the Americas, Africa, and Asia but rather the product of a 
superior cultural personality, a conflation of ethos (character), ethnos 
(people), and religion whereby Europeans, and especially Protestant 
Europeans, were seen as uniquely rational, inquisitive, and ethical. 

There are also internal differentiations within Eurocentric thinking, to 
wit, the familial quarrel between the Anglos and the Latins. The conven- 
tional wisdom would place two of the three nation-states in our trilateral 
comparison (that is, France and Brazil) on one “Latin” side of a cultural 
divide and the third (the United States) on the “Anglo-Saxon” side. Thus 
our discussion is always already haunted by a perennial binarism that 
constructs a strong cultural divide between two transnational panethnic 
groups. What we have observed time and time again, however, is that the 
twinned terms “Latin” and “Anglo-Saxon,” especially when deployed as 
part of strongly drawn and reified dichotomous comparisons, betray a 
retreat into tired paradigms, a confusion of levels, which has hindered 
the thinking of transnational relationalities. 

The two terms “Latin” and “Anglo-Saxon” have to be thought (and 
unthought) in relation to each other, especially since the two categories 
were largely constructed in mutual opposition and antipathy. The two 
terms give expression, we would argue, to regional variants of that larger 
form of self-love called Eurocentrism.® Thus one form of European 
ethnic/cultural exceptionalism—which we will call Anglo-Saxonism—is 
associated with Northern Europe and its expansion into the Americas 
and around the world. As we have noted, figures such as Hegel and 
Weber gave expression to that form of exceptionalism. The other form, 
which we will call “Latinism,” meanwhile, is associated with France and 
Southern Europe and its expansion into the Americas. It was formulated 
as a means of lateral differentiation from the “Anglo-Saxons” and verti- 
cal differentiation from non-Europeans in the Americas. Paul Adam, the 
French author of a 1910 book about Brazil (Les visages du Brésil), gives 
expression to this form of narcissism when he speaks of the “miracle” 
produced by the Latins who accomplished in the New World what the 
“Mediterraneans” had begun earlier in Europe: “How is it possible to 
ignore the continuity of this unilateral evolution . . . navigation, steam, 
electricity, aviation, Hertzian waves, all that is the work of elites of Medi- 
terranean origin.” Adam’s account echoes the Hegelian and Weberian 
discourse of European superiority, but in its warm-water Mediterranean 
current. But Adam goes on to lament that Latinity has been historically 
defeated by a “feudal, iconoclastic, disciplinary” Protestantism opposed 
to “Catholic, sensual, iconolatrous mores.”® 

Of course, if one takes a Native American or an Afrodiasporic “view 
from below,” these differences become largely immaterial, mere nuances 
within European whiteness. Indeed, many of the debates about race, 
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colonialism, and imperialism revisit, sometimes without acknowledgment, 
enmities rooted in interimperial wars and debates. For centuries, the 
Spanish, the Portuguese, the British, the Dutch, the French, and the 
Americans all vied for domination and influence around the world in a 
situation where all parties were convinced that their particular form of 
imperial domination was well intentioned and beneficial, and that all 
their defeats were tragic misfortunes. It is a case of what Freud called the 
“narcissism of minor differences,” in this case the differences between 
various European (and Euro-American) forms of imperialism. 

The overdrawing of the line between Latin and Anglo imperialisms 
in the Americas forgets that the two were initially linked through envy 
and emulation. Spanish and Portuguese colonialism preceded that of 
the Dutch and British and French. In the early stages of “discovery,” the 
two Iberian powers dominated most of the Americas until challenged 
(and imitated) by the other powers. The various “latecomers”—such as 
the British and the Dutch—admired Spain for having transformed itself 
from a relatively poor country into a major European puissance through 
the infusion of wealth from its New World possessions. In their own New 
World endeavors, the British often attempted to emulate the triumphs 
of the Spanish. Britain’s late entry into the sweepstakes meant that it 
could hope only for the “leftovers” of Spanish conquest, often swept up 
by English “pirates of the Caribbean.” 

Our research has led us to a vast corpus of texts, which directly or 
indirectly assert either a “hard” Anglo-Saxonist and imperialist form of 
superiority or a “soft” Latin, colonial superiority. Countless texts, for 
example, contrast the racially phobic and segregationist Anglo-Saxons 
(whether operating in the U.S. South or in British colonies) with the 
more open, assimilationist, and tolerant Latins. This binarism haunts 
even contemporary French books that engage sympathetically with post- 
colonial theory. A 2002 book by Jacqueline Bardolph on Etudes postcolo- 
niales et littérature calls for a study of “different colonial imaginaries, for 
a study of the way in which French history, marked by Catholicism and 
the spirit of the Enlightenment, might offer a less hierarchical vision of 
non-European peoples than the British imperial vision.” Thus old Anglo- 
French rivalries become embroiled in a new rivalry within postcolonial 
studies about the relative humanity of variant forms of colonialism. 
Writers end up parroting the ethnonationalist exceptionalist narratives 
articulated in schools, history books, museums, and colonial expositions, 
now voiced by progressive intellectuals supposedly speaking on behalf of 
the colonized subaltern. What we have, then, are latter-day expressions 
of narcissistic nationalism, which historically generated claims that our 
conquest was more gentle than yours, our slavery more humane, our 
imperialism more cultivated. 
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The panethnic rivalry between “the Latins” and the “Anglo-Saxons” 
also had implications for how histories of conquest and slavery were 
represented through culturalist comparisons. The advocates of Latini- 
dad promoted the myth of a benevolent Catholic conquest and slavery. 
What especially interests us here is the role of multilateral comparison, 
as occurs, for example, when a French commentator on Brazil compares 
race relations in Brazil and in the United States. The Frenchman Joseph 
Burnichon summarizes the contrast between two forms of colonization 
from a “Latin” perspective: “The Anglo-Saxon represses the indigenes 
and ends up annihilating them [while] Spain and Portugal, the Latin 
colonizers, mix with the so-called inferior race . . . resulting in new 
peoples, with their own originality and their own value.”!° Such a contrast 
between Brazilian racial harmony and North American hostility is a fre- 
quent leitmotif in French and Brazilian commentary on Brazil. 

At the same time, the positions on these issues cannot be predictably 
aligned with ethnicity or nationality. Some “Latins” preferred the “Anglo- 
Saxon” approach, and vice versa. Writing in the 1920s, a French visitor to 
Brazil, Abel Bonnard, lauds the Anglo-Saxon defense of “racial purity,” 
arguing: “We know how stubbornly North Americans, to this day, have 
preserved the purity of their blood and for our part we will never stop 
repeating that in so doing they fulfilled their primary duty and thus 
rendered an uncommon service to humanity . . . The foreigner who sees 
the variety of colors in the pedestrians of Rio or Bahia can have no doubt 
that the true tragedy of Brazil lies in its mixture of races, in this sinister 
struggle where the different spirits of humanity get coiled together like 
serpents.”!! The Latinists, interestingly, constructed a different, but in 
some ways equally arbitrary, hierarchy, which acknowledged the material, 
technological superiority of the “Anglo-Saxons” but asserted the spiritual/ 
intellectual superiority of the “Latins.” But all of these comparisons take 
place between elites; they center on “whose slavery is worse” or who has 
better treated “our” Indians and “our blacks.” They have little to do 
with the placing in relation of subaltern perspectives or with mobilizing 
comparison to critique colonial formations or discover different modes 
of resistance to slavery and dispossession. 


The Ambivalence of Comparative Identity 


An il-formulated injunction suggests that we should not compare 
apples and oranges, but in fact one can pursue comparison in many 
directions and for different ends. Even apples and oranges, after all, 
are comparable as fruits, and for that matter, one can compare fruits 
and vegetable as foods, or compare one’s beloved to a summer’s day. 
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The point of the “oranges and apples” dictum is that one should not 
compare objects that are too dissimilar, yet a poetics of improbable com- 
parison (discordia concors) has catalyzed major artistic schools, from John 
Donne and the metaphysical poets to the paintings of the surrealists, 
to the films of Jean-Luc Godard. Jorge Luis Borges’s heterotopic Chinese 
Encyclopedia might be absurd from the standpoint of logic, but its ex- 
ploding the ground of commensurability has been productive from the 
standpoint of aesthetics. 

One finds a kind of productivity in the vast cross-national corpus of 
comparative writing that focuses on Brazil and the United States or on 
France and the United States. The sheer volume of this comparative 
corpus, which swells with every passing year, is remarkable. For various 
reasons, intellectuals from these three countries have found the other 
countries “good to think with.” Comparisons usually operate on the basis 
of what semioticians called “principles of pertinence.” The comparative 
writing treating France and the United States, for example, tends to 
spotlight the two countries’ rival revolutions and discrepant social mores. 
In Bourdieu’s evocative phrase, the United States and France represent 
“two imperialisms of the universal.” One result of this competition over 
this shared revolutionary heritage is a perennial love-hate relationship 
between the two countries, accompanied by the emotions associated 
with sibling rivalry.'? In the case of Brazil and the United States, the 
comparisons do not have to do with comparative revolutions—since 
Brazil, unlike other Latin American nations, did not have a revolution 
leading to independence—but rather with the two countries’ shared 
status as settler states in the Americas whose histories have both been 
marked by European colonialism (British and Portuguese), by slavery, 
abolition, and immigration. 

Henry M. Brackenridge was perhaps the first American writer, in 1817, 
to intuit the need for a systematic comparison between the two countries. 
While recognizing that limiting the comparison to the present would be 
to compare a “young giant” with a “mature dwarf”—Brazil, after all, had 
not even achieved independence at that time—Brackenridge emphasized 
that it was necessary to imagine what the two nations would become in 
the future. Contrasting the stormy disunity of the Spanish-speaking na- 
tions in Latin America with “the unified and indivisible” Brazilian nation, 
Brackenridge concludes that “given the vast capacities and resources of 
Brazil, it is not to be a visionary to foresee that this [Brazilian] empire 
is destined to rival our own "D? 

In the case of Brazil, comparisons with the United States have been 
unending, forming an integral part of a specular and reciprocal process 
of self-definition. Although cross-national comparisons are often narcis- 
sistic, in the case of Brazil they have just as often been self-deprecating, 
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whether about Brazil’s supposedly derivative culture or about its inad- 
equate political institutions. In Brazil, comparison has often been wielded 
to the detriment of Brazil by Brazilians themselves. Indeed, playwright 
Nelson Rodrigues famously called Brazilians “upside down Narcissists” 
who spit on their own mirror image. The process is similar to any situa- 
tion of stratified and unequal power—as instantiated in the internalized 
male gaze analyzed by feminism, for example—by which one group is 
prodded to see itself from another perspective deemed to be superior. 
The dominated, whether among nations or within nations, are those who 
are obliged to compare themselves to a partly imaginary yet empowered 
form of normativity. 

As Brackenridge predicted, both Brazil and the United States consoli- 
dated their territories and grew from strength to strength over the course 
of the nineteeth century. National identity became crystallized in cliché 
metaphors. Brazil became known as the “Minotaur of South America,” 
and the United States as the “Colossus of the North.” These compari- 
sons are asymmetrical and power laden, of course, since Brazilians make 
the comparison from a position of relative geopolitical weakness, while 
Americans have made their comparisons from a privileged position of 
taken-for-granted empowerment. Sociologist Jesse Souza articulates this 
comparative obsession with the United States very well, noting: “We do 
not compare ourselves with Bolivia, Guatemala, or even with Argentina. 
We compare ourselves obsessively with the United States. In fact, explicit 
or implicit comparison with the United States is the central thread in 
practically all of the twentieth-century interpretations of Brazilian singu- 
larity—because we perceive that only the United States is as great and 
influential as we are in the Americas.” 

In Brazil, furthermore, such comparisons are made not only in scholarly 
texts but also in everyday Brazilian discourse, while in the United States 
the comparisons tend to be limited to specialists or those Americans 
who happen to come into contact with Brazil. There is both pathos 
and grandeur in this generally unreciprocated Brazilian penchant for 
comparison; on the one hand, it represents a desire to see oneself as 
equal to the most powerful (and an implicit disdain for one’s weaker 
neighbors); on the other, it constitutes a cry of despair and anger. In its 
rightist version, the cry was, “how can we ever be equal when you are 
so great?” and in the leftist version, it was, “how can we be equal to this 
imperialist giant when the game is rigged and you oppress us?” Needless 
to say, this power dynamic has shifted significantly with the economic 
crisis in the United States and the rise of Brazil and other powers from 
the Global South such as India and China. 

Much of the comparative historical work bears on the role of the fron- 
tier in the two countries. The question of territory and expansion was 
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essential in both Brazil and the United States. While Brazilians spoke of 
the Marcha para Oueste (the march toward the West), the United States 
spoke in more grandiloquent and messianic terms of “manifest destiny.” 
In the United States, we encounter Frederick Jackson Turner’s “frontier 
hypothesis,” presented to the American Historical Association in 1893, 
around the time of the official “closing” of the frontier. At the same 
time, if Brazil has no “frontier hypothesis” 4 la Turner, there is nonethe- 
less a pervasive discourse of another frontier, that of the Amazon Basin 
as a reserve of hope and social mobility and supposedly inexhaustible 
resources, a discourse which, if not identical to the American frontier, 
nevertheless serves a similar function. 

The classic comparative work on the role of the frontier in the two 
countries, Vianna Moog’s Pioneers and Bandeirantes (1954), revolves around 
what seems like a rather humiliating question: why did the United States 
become so successful and a leading power in the world, while Brazil re- 
mained so poor and weak? (A more flattering question for Brazil—and 
some cultural nationalists have come close to this formulation—might 
reverse the terms: why did the United States become so bellicose, and 
imperialistic, and Brazil so cordial?) Indeed, the comparison to the 
United States is never far away whenever Brazilians talk about their 
own history or national character, as we see in the work of such major 
theorists of Brazilian identity and character as Gilberto Freyre, Sérgio 
Buarque de Holanda, Raimundo Faoro, Roberto DaMatta, and Dante 
Moreira Leite. What varies is the question of who or what is blamed for 
Brazil’s supposed failure. For Buarque de Holanda, Brazil’s comparative 
disadvantage derives from the negative legacy of Portugal, a backward 
country where the Enlightenment, the Reformation, the French Revolu- 
tion, and industrial capitalism had little impact, and where authoritar- 
ian personalism reigned. Thus a fatalistic causality, rather like original 
sin, marks this vision of the history of Brazil. For lawyer, philosopher, 
and literary critic Raimundo Faoro, in his 1959 book Os donos do poder: 
Formação do patronato politico brasileiro, the villain is the patrimonial state, 
again derived from Portugal (although the concept of “patriominalism” 
is derived from Weber). What Jesse Souza calls the “sociology of inau- 
thenticity” and a “logic of deficit” portrays Brazilian historical becoming 
as a case of aborted Western development. In a strategic move parallel 
to that which sees “counter” and “para” Enlightenments as opposed to 
a single Enlightenment, Souza switches the terms of comparison by see- 
ing Brazil as a case not of failed but rather of selective modernization, 
existing not in opposition to the United States and Europe but rather 
as one point on a modernizing spectrum.” 

Cross-national comparison is often instrumental in shaping the self 
perception of nations. In the case of Brazilian thinkers like Freyre, 
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Buarque de Holanda, Moog, and DaMatta, comparisons to the United 
States have often come close to the very heart of debates about Brazilian 
identity. As intellectual popstar Caetano Veloso put it, “Brazil is the other 
giant of the Americas, the other melting pot of races and cultures, the 
other paradise promised to European and Asian immigrants, the other. 
The double, the shadow, the negative of the great adventure of the New 
World, "7 While in no way identical, then, various Brazilian and American 
thinkers have seen the two countries as eminently comparable. Within a 
fraught dialectics of attraction and repulsion, even strong and reiterated 
statements of difference have historically been addressed to a privileged 
interlocutor. For many Brazilian intellectuals (as for many American 
Brazilianists), the “natural” and inevitable historical comparison, for 
Brazil, has not been to the mother country Portugal, or to a European 
country like France or even to a Spanish-speaking neighbor like Argen- 
tina, but rather to the United States. The issue is not one of identity but 
of relationality; similar historical elements exist in both countries, but 
they are reshuffled. Major chords in one country become minor chords 
in the other. But this penchant for nation-based comparisons remains 
power laden and overdetermined. The comparisons themselves depend 
on who is doing the comparing, in relation to which social groups, along 
what axes, and to what ends. 


The Pitfalls of Comparison 


One of the most influential and widely cited contemporary theorists of 
Brazilian national identity against a comparative U.S. backdrop is Brazil- 
ian anthropologist Roberto DaMatta. Often insightful and entertaining, 
DaMatta’s writing proliferates in brilliant aperçus which highlight what 
he sees as the quotidian cultural contrasts between the two countries. 
His omnivorous and all-encompassing analytical method turns almost 
any social event—a birthday party, a soccer game, a chance encounter 
in the street—into material for comparative analysis. 

One of DaMatta’s books engaging the U.S./Brazil comparison bears 
the title (quite significantly for our trilateral comparative purposes) Toc- 
quevilleanas: Noticias da america (Tocquevilliana: News from America). One 
essay, called “Images of Brazil and the U.S. in Popular Music,” compares 
three songs that explicitly address the issue of national culture: “The 
House I Live In [What Is America to Me]” by Earl Robinson and Lewis 
Allan; Ary Barroso’s “Watercolor Portrait of Brazil” (popularly known 
as “Brazil”); and Jorge Ben Jar’s “Pais Tropical.” The American song, 
for DaMatta, defines the collectivity as sharing a modern, civic faith, a 
belief in freedom and equality as values. The Brazilian songs, in contrast, 
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define Brazil not in terms of its universal political creed but according 
to its generous, paradisal nature and the seductive, rich, beautiful, and 
inviting culture that goes with it. DaMatta sums up the difference: “To 
be American, it is enough to be governed by external rules. But to be 
Brazilian, one has to samba, wiggle, mix, drink, sleep and sing, in a word, 
to be, rather than, as in the American case, to belong. Do I exaggerate? 
Without a doubt, but that is exactly what the songs express, "TI" DaMatta 
is not anti-American; indeed, his writing reveals a good deal of affection 
for U.S. culture—especially popular music—and his generalizing contrasts 
are often overly generous to the United States, as when he associates it 
with “equality before the law.” At the same time, DaMatta is especially 
adept at formulating what might be called “the Brazilian difference,” that 
is, particularly sympathetic aspects of Brazilian behavior and attitude. He 
accounts very well for the different feeling generated by Brazilian versus 
American styles of life, at least in the dominant mainstream versions of 
both cultures. 

However, whether speaking of Brazil or of the United States, DaMatta 
almost always thinks from an unacknowledgedly white-dominant perspec- 
tive. In this sense, DaMatta offers a slightly revised version of the Anglo/ 
Latin dichotomy, which contrasts the personalities of two dominant 
elites—one branco-branco (white-white), the other branco-moreno (white- 
dark). But the idea that some ideal Anglo “type” has persisted unaltered 
through centuries of U.S. history implies that the non-Anglo elements 
have not inflected the national character. This view quietly encodes a 
neo-Hegelian “triumph of the North European spirit” version of the his- 
tory of nations, whereby Protestant whiteness inevitably prevails over its 
non-Protestant, nonwhite others. (Samuel Huntington is deeply Hegelian 
in this sense.) This view, problematic even in its own terms, is unduly 
static. The idea that the Protestant work ethic dominates the United 
States overprivileges New England as the primordial source of American 
culture, while also ignoring the substantial part of the population that 
is not Protestant or even Christian and other differentiations within a 
complex and heteroglossic society. 

Although DaMatta’s analysis of Carnival is indebted to Mikhail Bakhtin’s, 
his analyses of the United States bypass Bakhtin’s preferential option for 
alterity and multiplicity (crystallized in such Bakhtinian neologisms as 
“heteroglossia,” “polyglossia,” “pluristylism,” “double-voiced discourse,” 
“polyphony”) in favor of variations on a single number—one. For DaMatta, 
the United States has one language, one ethos, and one style of life. 
He writes like an anthropologist who claims to have cracked the code 
of a tribal society, discerning a system unknown even to the “tribals” 
themselves. Such an approach, already problematic in relation to a well- 
defined object of study such as a small group of the same origins in a 
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single location, leads to an analytic aporia when applied to “multitribal” 
peoples and polyethnic states like Brazil and the United States. 

The problem, then, is a methodological one, to wit, the reciprocal 
reification of differences, and the erasure of commonalities, between na- 
tions. “Ideal type” generalities homogenize very complex and variegated 
national formations while denying common features. In a bipolar method 
of comparison, all individuals line up in conformity with a set of a priori 
characteristics: on one “Latin” side, openness, sensuousness, syncretism, 
and hybridity; on the other “Anglo” side, closedness, puritanism, segre- 
gationism, and exclusivity. DaMatta’s comparisons leave both Brazilians 
and inhabitants of the United States locked up in a monolithic identity in 
which there is no room for contradictions and anomalies. His dichotomies 
make one wish for a comparative anthropology/sociology of exceptions, 
focusing not on taken-for-granted typicalities but rather on Brazilians who 
hate soccer and samba, Americans who love Carnival, and so forth. Such 
analyses would at least have the virtue of unpredictability, of not leaving us 
incarcerated in the prisons of national stereotype. Such binaristic compari- 
sons, in sum, delineate overdrawn dichotomies rather than differentiated 
commonalities, resulting in the “ontologization” of cultural difference. 


Race through a Comparative Prism 


Much of the comparative reflection on Brazil, France, and the United 
States explores the “touchy” subjects of slavery and race. Cross-national 
race-related comparisons have been instrumentalized in extremely diverse 
ways, emphasizing contrasts, similarities, or complementarities.!* Com- 
parison has been deployed by American blacks (or progressive whites) 
to needle the white-dominated United States, as when American blacks 
exalted France’s relatively benign domestic model, or Brazil’s apparent 
lack of racial tension and prejudice, as a way of shaming a segregated white 
America. At times we find what Bakhtin calls “double-voiced discourse,” as 
when African Americans praise Brazil’s miscegenated cordiality in order 
to criticize white racism in the United States but confide to fellow blacks 
that the situation in Brazil is less than ideal. Or comparison can be used 
in the reverse direction, by Brazilian blacks to needle the white Brazilian 
elite, as if to say: “Look at those American blacks, unlike we Brazilian 
blacks, they’ve gained real status and power! They have generals and 
mayors and intellectuals and celebrities and they’re constantly visible in 
the media, and now they have a black president!” Or comparisons can 
be instrumentalized by the white Brazilian elite, as if to remind black 
Brazilians that they are lucky to be in Brazil and how much worse off 
they would be over there, in the racist United States. And comparison 
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can be wielded as a conservative warning, as when white Brazilian (or 
French) opponents of multiculturalism or affirmative action in Brazil or 
France argue that it will bring U.S.-style tensions and even segregation. 

African Americans have historically looked both to France and Brazil 
as models of nonracist societies. Many Brazilian blacks, conversely, have 
pointed to the African American civil rights movement as a model of ac- 
tivism and pride. Already in 1918, a writer for the black journal O Alfinete 
exhorted fellow blacks to “strive to eradicate our illiteracy and see whether 
or not we can imitate the North American blacks.” And in 1933, another 
black Brazilian writer praised the “confident and selfpossessed” African 
American who “lifts up his head,” arguing that the Brazilian model is 
more devastating for blacks even than the brutal American model: “The 
Americans lynch fifty Negroes a year. We kill the entire Brazilian Negro 
race.”™ At times, North American comparative commentary conveys an 
ethnocentric and subalternizing stagism, the idea that Brazilian blacks 
need to “catch up” with American black achievements. 

Although intellectuals in all three countries have engaged in com- 
parative scholarship concerning slavery and discrimination, the debate 
often operates within nationalist boundaries whereby scholars ignore the 
“family resemblances” to be found in the countries of the Black Atlantic. 
National narcissism sometimes leads intellectuals from the nation-states 
of the Black Atlantic to project racism as characteristic only of “other” 
nations, as if conquest and slavery-spawned oppression were a monopoly 
of only one country. French commentators sometimes like to forget 
France’s massive participation in the slave trade. Popular mythology in 
the United States, meanwhile, claims that it, unlike European nations, 
is not a colonial or imperial nation. 

Just as narcissism sometimes lies at the core of cross-national compari- 
son, so can it be found at the core of official versions of the history of 
slavery. Thus some nationalist historians in the United States, France, 
and Brazil offer prettified versions of their country’s relation to slavery, 
downplaying the cruelty or longevity of the institution, or its continuing 
traces in the present. In the United States, slavery, even though it lasted 
for centuries, is sometimes treated, in school textbooks for example, as 
an early and temporary glitch in an overarching narrative of progress. 
It is presented as the exception to the rule of democracy, when in fact 
slavery and segregation have been more the rule, and freedom and equal 
rights more the exception. In Brazil, some historians argued for another 
version of “exceptionality,” in the guise of a suave version of slavery in 
the past, and a cordiality and lack of conflict in the present, a relative 
benevolence variously explained by the heritage of Portuguese flexibility 
and racial tolerance or by Catholicism’s more inclusive and corporative 
embrace or by widespread mixing and miscegenation. 
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For many scholars, the two situations offer variations on a theme of 
racial hierarchy: the differences have to do with the specific modalities 
of domination. One staple contrast in the scholarship is between the 
virulent and phobic racism typical of the United States, especially in 
the past, and the more camouflaged, paternalistic, and “cordial” rac- 
ism more typical of Brazil. But another position argues that precisely 
because racism in the United States was so virulent, blacks were more 
motivated to struggle against it; African Americans had no illusion of 
an easy assimilation. Brazil, in contrast, seems at first glance to present 
a situation of “racism without racists” where there is no Ku Klux Klan, 
no lynching (except of “marginals” who just “happen” to be black), and 
where politicians seldom make racist statements, yet where black people 
are constant victims of informal discrimination and are even more dis- 
empowered politically, in some ways, than they are in the United States. 
Race, in this sense, is both a kind of salt rubbed into the wounds of class, 
and a wound in itself. 

After more than a century of comparative studies of slavery, race, and 
discrimination in the United States and Brazil, scholars are beginning 
to pursue comparative analyses of race and racism in France and Brazil. 
Alexandra Poli, for example, compares the dominant racial mythologies 
of the two countries, noting that the myth of racial democracy in Brazil 
seems at first glance to be the polar opposite of the French myth of the 
République. While one common Brazilian line sees the harmonious racial 
relations created by miscegenation as the key to Brazilian democracy, the 
French republican myth preaches the refusal of cultural particularism 
in order to assure equal treatment for all citizens. Meanwhile, the critics 
of this latter position argue that the impossibility of taking into account 
differences related to the body, to origin, to ethnicity, or religion—and 
even the absence of race-based statistics—prevents a realistic assessment 
of the contours of racial discrimination. 

Despite the clear differences, the two models share, according to Poli, 
their denial of the experience of victims oppressed by racism and discrimi- 
nation who are expected to keep quiet in the face of the aggressions they 
have suffered. Thus “racial democracy” in Brazil and “republican values” 
in France constitute the ideological background for any discussion of rac- 
ism in the two countries: “The expressions ‘country of the rights of man’ 
and ‘the country of the mixture of races’ serve to reinforce the unity of 
the people and exclude from the outset any discussion of racism.”?! Yet 
in both France and Brazil, citizens have protested discrimination and 
asserted their ethnic, cultural, and religious “right” to difference in such 
a way as to bring the issue of racism and discrimination back to the table, 
bypassing narcissistic discussions of “who is less racist?” 

While comparison can become an instrument of placing nations or 
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cultures in a rigid hierarchical paradigm, or for establishing rigid and 
reified contrasts, it can also serve as a trampoline for epistemological 
leaps and dialogical interventions. It is in this context that we will draw 
attention to a specific stream of cross-cultural comparative writing con- 
cerning the European indigenous encounter, to wit, an ongoing intertext 
of French writing about Brazil, and specifically about the Brazilian Indian 
and about Afro-Brazilian culture. While cross-cultural comparisons tend 
to treat the two societies in question in their hegemonic forms, this has 
not always been the case. French commentary on Brazilian Indians, for 
example, goes back to the travel writings of the early sixteenth century, 
beginning with French captain Paulmier de Gonneville’s “relation” to 
the French authorities about his 1503-5 voyage to Brazil, just three years 
after Pedro Cabral’s “discovery.” A number of sixteenth-century texts— 
notably André Thévet’s Les singularités de la France Antartique (1557) and 
Cosmographie universelle (1575), Jean de Léry’s L’Histoire d’un voyage a la 
terre du Brésil (1578), and the German Hans Staden’s sensationally titled 
Brasilien: Die wahrhaftige Historie der wilden nacken, grimmigen Menschenfresser- 
Leute (1557)—emerged out of an aborted French attempt to found a 
colony near present-day Rio de Janeiro, called “France Antartique,” which 
lasted from 1555 until 1560. 

Sixteenth-century cultural differences not only between Europeans 
(French versus Portuguese; Protestant versus Catholic; Christian against 
Jew) but also between Europeans and native Brazilians (the misnamed 
“Indians”) shaped how the various groups conceptualized the Tupi 
peoples, the native group that the French, in this case Protestant French 
from Normandy and Brittany, came to know with a greater intimacy than 
did the conquering Portuguese. This encounter became an exercise in 
comparative cross-cultural projection between the French Huguenot 
minority and the indigenous Tupi peoples in Brazil. Just as the native 
peoples projected their cosmologies and assumptions onto the Euro- 
peans, different European groups projected their ideologies onto the 
Tupinamba. 

These differential readings by Christian factions become evident in 
their treatment of the Tupinamba leader Cunhambebe, the leader of 
the Federation of the Tamoios, an aggregation of native groups fight- 
ing Portuguese colonization. Although Cunhambebe was a French ally, 
the Catholic Thévet and the Protestant Léry do not portray him in the 
same way. The official cosmographer Thévet sees Cunhambebe as com- 
parable to a French king; as Frank Lestringant points out, he royalizes 
Cunhambebe with exuberant eulogies to the “King of Ubatuba”; he 
turns the cacique into a French-style monarch.” The Huguenot Léry, 
meanwhile, deeply skeptical toward any monarchy reminiscent of the one 
that practiced such cruelty against his coreligionists in Europe, resents 
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any authority incarnated in a single person. He therefore mocks Thévet’s 
royalization of Cunhambebe and sees him instead as comparable to the 
leader of a closely knit, ideal Protestant-style communitas. The factual 
attributes of Cunhambebe, in short, are less important than the discur- 
sive and ideological grids through which the comparison is seen. Both 
Thévet and Léry offer a positive image of Cunhambebe, but Thévet sees 
him as incarnating a divinely sanctioned hierarchical society, while Léry 
sees him as the communal avatar of a Protestant leader of an egalitarian 
community. 

In L'Histoire d'un voyage a la terre du Brésil (1578), Léry described his 
experience, some two decades earlier, of being captured by Brazilian 
Indians and welcomed into the Tupinamba community while waiting 
for his own ritual deglutition. Léry used comparison as a didactic device 
to explain Tupi culture to French readers. Claude Lévi-Strauss hailed 
Léry’s history as “a masterpiece of anthropological literature,” while 
Michel de Certeau called Léry’s account seminal for historiography and 
ethnography, the equivalent of a “primal scene in the construction of 
ethnological discourse.” By defending what he sees as the gregarious 
cultural values and practices of his captors, Léry uses comparison both 
to explain Tupi customs—for example, by making analogies to French 
customary practices—but also to point out the relative humanity of the 
natives when compared to a Europe scarred by wars of religion. Léry 
contrasts the cruelty of the French Admiral Villegagnon, who denied 
his companions nourishment, with the open-handed generosity of the 
Tupinamba. The Indians walk around naked, Léry tells us, but only to 
avoid having to constantly change clothes in a hot climate.” Anticipat- 
ing Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s ideas about child rearing, Léry proposes the 
practical Tupinamba manner of nursing and caring for children as a 
superior model for French parents. When Léry explains the European 
custom of saving up money to leave an inheritance for the children, an 
elderly Tupinamba ridicules the idea since “the same earth that feeds 
the parents will feed the children "7 

In contrast to the later European naturalists, who compared the fertility 
of Europe to the supposed sterility of the Americas as a place of stunted 
growth and degeneration, Léry described a robust Tupi society where 
people were stronger, fitter, and less prone to disease than Europeans, 
and where everything that was planted grew. Léry draws contrasts be- 
tween the two groups—native nudity / European dress; native festivity / 
European productive labor—but he avoids ranking the two cultures. One 
might object that Léry is actually ranking the two cultures and finding 
the Tupi superior to the Europeans, but this is not exactly the case. First, 
Léry points out many negative features of Tupi life as well, their pen- 
chant for cannibalism, for example, and their perpetual small-scale wars. 
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He does not applaud cannibalism, but he points out that it had been 
seen in Europe as well during the religious wars. Second, he does not 
“go native’—he remains a believing Protestant Christian, and more 
precisely a Huguenot. Third, he generally speaks not of morally supe- 
rior and inferior people but rather of better and worse practices, such as 
child rearing, that can be adopted by any group. He does not make his 
comparisons in order to assert superiority but rather in the interest of 
finding pragmatic benefits in the practices of another culture. 

After Thévet and Léry, this strain of thought entered the European 
Renaissance more directly and dramatically with Michel de Montaigne. 
As an early exponent of what would later be called cultural relativism, 
Montaigne takes from Léry the emphasis on primitive communalism, 
the absence of laws of inheritance, and so forth. Montaigne met three 
Tupinamba Indians in 1562, at the court of King Charles IX, and the 
memory of the encounter followed him throughout his life. By Mon- 
taigne’s account, the Tupinamba engaged in a comparative critique of 
French society based on their own axiomatic principles of consensus rule 
and equal sharing; they wondered why tall adults could bow down to a 
small boy (the regent), why some people ate well and others ate barely at 
all, and why those who barely ate did not strangle those who were eating 
well. Two centuries before the French Revolution, Montaigne relayed 
and ventriloquized the Indian voice to criticize European civilizational 
hierarchies. Here, too, it is easy to say that Montaigne was simply turning 
the usual rankings upside down, but that is again not quite true: rather, 
he is deploying a comparison in order to question the conventional as- 
sumption of superiority of his own culture. 

Montaigne practiced a rhetoric of chiasmus or civilizational reversals by 
arguing that the violence of Tupinamba cannibalism paled in comparison 
to that triggered by religious wars in Europe, where people were drawn 
and quartered and tortured in the name of a religion of love. With their 
irreverent questions and their implied comparisons, the Tupinamba, 
at least as Montaigne presents them, demolished with a few probing 
questions the prestige of the hereditary monarchy and the class system. 
Centuries later, Lévi-Strauss went out in search of “Indians,” writing con- 
sciously in the tradition of Léry and Rousseau, whom he called “the most 
ethnographic of the philosophers.” We discern here a different modality 
of comparison, in the form of quasi-allegorical identifications and invest- 
ments operating across time as well as space, with Lévi-Strauss stressing 
his strong sense of identification with Léry and praising the generic traits 
and formal qualities of the Voyage as a model for an ethnological essay. 

On some levels, one might argue that Lévi-Strauss deploys a technique 
of reverse ranking, lauding Indian social life as an alternative and even 
superior social model. While Western culture, as Lévi-Strauss put it in 
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The View from Afar, “isolates man from the rest of creation and [defines] 
too narrowly the boundaries separating him from other living beings,” 
native culture sees all of life on a continuum. While the Biblical tradi- 
tion sees human beings as lords of creation, native thought sees them 
as collaborators rather than dominators of nature Z7 Given his insider- 
outside perspective on a Europe about to slaughter its “internal others,” 
Lévi-Strauss perhaps found in the gentle ways of the “external others” 
of Europe an alternative to what John Murray Cuddihy calls the ordeals 
of European "cht "P One might accuse Lévi-Strauss’s praise of the 
Indians as “Rousseauiste,” and a simple reversal of valence, but there are 
two important differences: 1) Lévi-Strauss, unlike Rousseau, had detailed 
and intimate knowledge of the Nambiquara and the Bororo and made 
precise observations about them. And 2) given what was happening in 
the Europe of the Shoah, he had every reason to cast doubt on any 
pretension to ethical superiority on the part of Europe. But beyond that 
there is an important difference between a civilizational ranking that 
merely resembles and consolidates the preexisting hierarchical power 
arrangements between peoples and a sympathetic view of an alien cul- 
ture, which challenges at the same time those dominant powers and the 
conceptual models deployed in the conventional ranking. Lévi-Strauss 
deploys comparison as a critique of Eurocentric ranking; his praise of 
the lifeways of the Nambiquara is not designed to consolidate privilege 
but rather to undermine it. 


Comparison as Excess Seeing 


In the case of the French polymath Roger Bastide (1898-1974), the 
foreigner’s “look from afar” (Lévi-Strauss) illuminated Brazil even for 
Brazilians themselves. The French anthropologist lived in Brazil for six- 
teen years, teaching sociology at the University of Sao Paulo where he 
took over an academic chair first occupied by Lévi-Strauss. In a sense, 
Bastide prolongs the tradition going back to Jean de Léry, but he iden- 
tified less with indigenous people than with black Brazilians, or more 
precisely, with Afro-Brazilian culture. While the official representatives 
of France were glorying in a “Latinité” shared by Brazilian and French 
white elites, Bastide discerned the cultural agency of a socially despised, 
déclassé, black Brazil.” 

Bastide exemplifies a kind of transnational gnosis. Born a French 
Protestant, he draws variously on African religion, Brazilian literature, 
French anthropology, North American sociology, and Chicago School 
anthropology along with many other currents, becoming a transcultural 
“medium” who spoke through and to these various voices. To borrow a 
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comparison from Afro-Brazilian religions, he was the “horse” who was 
“mounted” by diverse methodological “spirits.” At the same time, he can 
also be compared to the “ethnographic surrealists” of whom James Clif- 
ford speaks, that is, the French writers who orchestrated an encounter 
between artistic modernism—in this case, not only French but also Brazil- 
ian modernism—and the socioethnography of African and Afrodiasporic 
culture. Bastide offers a signal instance of the power of what we have 
elsewhere called, paraphrasing Raymond Williams, “analogical structures 
of feeling” as a key to transcultural comprehension.” 

In his studies of the possession religions of Bahia, Bastide broke with the 
dominant views of African-derived religions as pathological or irrational, 
appreciating them on their own terms and merits. Most visitors, whether 
French or American, were inclined to see little more than superstition 
or animism in the West African religions as practiced in Brazil. Bastide’s 
project was to show that these religions were not “superstitious, quasi- 
demonic cults but rather legitimate belief systems which embraced a 
cosmology, a psychology, and a theodicy; and that they express an African 
thought that is erudite and deeply cultivated.”*! 

Long before authors such as Clifford and George Marcus spoke of 
reflexive anthropology, but very much alongside and in dialogue with 
the ethnographic surrealists, Bastide developed an “anti-ethnocentric 
method” with quasi-mystical overtones: “It is a matter, for the sociologist, 
of not placing oneself outside social experience but rather of living it. . . 
we have to transform ourselves into that which we are studying, into the 
multitude, the mass, the class, or the caste . . . It is necessary, as in the 
act of love, to transcend our own personality in order to join ourselves 
to the soul linked to what is being studied.” Here, ethnography itself 
becomes a kind of trance, the trigger for a transformation of identities 
that recalls the scrambled analogies, the exchange of identities, literally 
“at play” in candomblé, where the medium becomes the saint, where male 
can become female, the adult a child, and so forth. 

Bastide suspended the usual ideal of scientific distance and famously 
declared Africanus sum (I am African), a formulation that ironically 
mingles complete identification with Africa with a Latin language redo- 
lent of cultural capital and quintessential pan-Europeanness. Coming 
up against the limits of Eurotropic analogies, Bastide acknowledged 
that three centuries of rationalist Cartesianism had blinded him to the 
complexity of African religion, speaking of the “subtle philosophy” of 
candomble. Bastide believed in “immersion” (mergulho) in the culture 
being studied, while also practicing a certain reflexivity about his own 
methods and limitations. He practices both identification and exotopy, 
the trance and the distanced analysis performed subsequent to the 
trance. He was also careful not to fall into the trap of Negritude-style (and 
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later Afrocentric) essentialism about Africa, aware of the gap between 
the “real” Africa and the Africa reinvented in Brazilian terreiros. At the 
same time, his descriptions are marked by a vitalism that runs the risk 
of reproducing a gendered dichotomy of rationality versus intuition that 
at times fails to grasp the semiotic complexity of candomblé as a living, 
changing form of religious practice. 

For Bastide, the recognition of incommensurabilities and even the 
limits of cross-cultural comparison triggered an epistemological leap 
beyond the confines of one’s own axiomatic culture. Unlike many an- 
thropologists, Bastide recognized the limitations of the a priori systems 
and discourses and other cultural baggage that he carried to Brazil, not 
only in anthropology but also sociology. The Brazilian experience, then, 
sensitized Bastide to the epistemological limitations of Eurotropic modes 
of comparative analysis. Rather than force those modes and conceptual 
categories onto an experience that escapes and resists them, and rather 
than rank religions in an order of superiority and inferiority, Bastide 
opened himself up to new modes, including poetic modes, of appre- 
hension. But unlike other writers, Bastide does not Orientalize Brazil 
as a place where European categories do not work because of its puta- 
tive irrationality. Rather, he discerns the inadequacies of the categories 
themselves and pleads for new paradigms worthy of a complex culture 
that is not inferior but only different. 


The Misrule of Metaphor 


In this essay, we have seen comparison deployed as an exercise in 
ranking and civilisational superiority (Hegel, Weber), as a narcissistic 
fantasy (the diverse national exceptionalisms), as a binarist essentializing 
of complex cultures (DaMatta), and finally (in Léry, Lévi-Strauss, and 
Bastide) as an instrument for discerning comparabilities within and be- 
tween in other ways incommensurable societies. While our text explores 
three national zones, we have also tried to transcend nationalist framing. 
We address cross-national and transnational comparisons in order to 
perform an analytical dislocation by constructing and deconstructing, 
threading and unraveling, the tangled webs of ideas and practices that 
constitute complicated national relationships. It is not a question of 
merely juxtaposing three national histories, then, but rather of exploring 
their interrelations and linked analogies within a global system of power. 
Indeed, part of the methodological/theoretical thrust of our project is 
to stress the interstitial connections and interwoven strands that make 
up all national formations, which binaristic cross-cultural comparisons 
have often failed to capture. 
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Much as Paul Ricoeur in The Rule of Metaphor deems metaphor to be a 
cognitive instrument, so the more general phenomenon of comparison 
can also be seen as a perennial model of cognition that seeks out and 
delineates analogies and disanalogies in the search for cross-cultural 
precision and comprehension. In this sense, we are also interested in the 
role of metaphor in actively reshaping conceptualizations of academic 
disciplines and the relations between them. We are struck, in this sense, 
by the emergence of certain types of tropes within scholarly trends 
that seek to go beyond the nation-state as the primary unit of analysis. 
Manifest in such prefixes as “trans” and “cross” and “inter” and “meta,” 
and in the profusion of terms like “transnational,” “diasporic,” “trans- 
cultural,” “exilic,” and “globalized,” this trend often appeals to oceanic 
imagery. The phrase “Black Atlantic” (R. F. Thompson, Paul Gilroy) 
and coinages such as “circum-Atlantic performance” (Joseph Roach) 
and “planetary currents” (Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker) and 
“tidalectics” (Edward Kamau Brathwaite), and even emerging subfields 
like “oceanic studies” and “island studies,” form part of this tendency. 
Within a poetics of flows and eddies and currents, aquatic imagery is 
deployed as a dissolvent of borders and binarisms, all part of a search 
for a more fluid idiom for addressing transnational circuitries of ideas. 

Transnational studies also deploy tropes of color to speak both of ra- 
cialized societies and of a historicized grid of analysis. While the “Black 
Atlantic” evokes the Middle Passage and the chronotope of the ship, 
an ancillary concept like the “Red Atlantic” would conjure up canoes 
and kayaks, the Conquest, and the Trail of Tears.” “Red” and “Black” 
and “White” do not refer to isolatable and unchanging “races”—first, 
because no one is literally black, white, or red. English colonists, for 
example, reported that the native peoples of North America were of 
white complexion, while French and Portuguese colonists said that the 
native peoples of Brazil were of the same color as the Iberians. Here 
we intend tropes of color not to refer to distinct races but rather as 
positions on a spectrum, as an experimental method, a way of casting a 
certain blackish or reddish light on history to see what becomes visible 
when we see the history of the “spectral” Atlantic as Black or Red or 
White or all at the same time. Our assumption, shaped by critical race, 
intersectional-feminist, and postcolonial cultural studies, is that such 
demographic/symbolic tropes as blackness and whiteness and redness 
are overlapping and relational; they take on meaning only in reference 
to one another, as part of a mobile, ever-changing configuration striated 
by power and inequality. 

Our study of the role of comparison in the Red, Black, and White 
Atlantic in three zones echoes the triangular traffic by which Europe 
sent manufactured goods to Africa, African slaves to the New World, 
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and raw materials back to Europe in an unending and lucrative cycle 
of exploitation. The metaphor of “currents” is especially suggestive in 
that the Atlantic Ocean is swept by vast circular “rivers” and “streams”’— 
a northern circle running in a clockwise direction from its southern 
beginnings, and a southern circle flowing in a counterclockwise direc- 
tion, in a swirling movement evocative of the trade of ideas and goods 
back and forth between Africa, Europe, and the Americas.** Given these 
liquid transfers and “trade winds”—an expression that goes back to the 
slave trade—the issue becomes one of discerning the common currents 
running through the various zones, the ways that histories and texts and 
discourses mingle and interact within situations of unequal liquidity. 

All national comparison takes place on transnational territory. We 
have proceeded from the assumption that all nations are, on one level, 
transnations and that all cultures are transcultures, which cannot be 
seen as monolithic or as congruent with the boundaries of nation-states. 
While nation-states exercise political and to some extent economic sover- 
eignty—and while some regimes have brutally demonstrated the horrific 
damage wreaked by nation-states—nations are still sites of perpetual 
contestation, not reducible to single ideologies. Culture, furthermore, 
does not conform to neat political boundaries or obey the mandates 
even of the most authoritarian regimes. National cultural fields are dy- 
namic, heteroglossic, impure, dissensual, and internally differentiated. 
Cultures are not comparable in the form of a stable set of unchanging 
properties or a static list of traits. France is not eternally Cartesian; Brazil 
is not perpetually Carnivalesque; the United States is not unfailingly pu- 
ritanical. Although cross-border comparisons have often conjured up the 
image of nations as coherent, consistent, and hermetically sealed units, 
our emphasis has been on the contradictions, gaps, and fissures within 
a transnational perspective. We have called attention, in this sense, to 
what Edouard Glissant calls “transversalities,” that is, the comparisons and 
dialogisms taking place across fluid transnational spaces—not between 
nation-states but rather between “nation-relations.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 


Race and the Possibilities of Comparative Critique 


Ania Loomba 


S IT POSSIBLE TO USE comparative methods to “provincialize Eu- 

rope”? Recent debates in several disciplines have made it abundantly 

clear that comparison, as a perspective and a method, has histori- 
cally served to shore up Eurocentric and discriminatory ideologies and 
practices. The most productive potential of comparison is that it can 
establish connections and relations across seemingly disparate contexts 
and thus challenge provincialism and exceptionalism. But it is precisely 
this potential of comparative thought that has fed into the development 
of “global” or “universal” paradigms that posits a hierarchical relation 
between the entities being compared or simply exclude large chunks of 
reality from its domain. In other words, the perspective remains narrow 
while claims are enlarged. 

The possibility of alternative methodologies, of course, has been the 
focus of recent debates within comparative literature and political sci- 
ence, both of which have historically claimed that they can address the 
"global" As a host of recent comparative projects begin to shift the 
angle of vision to the global South and decenter Europe (but without 
denying the power and legacy of colonial-capitalist modernity) it some- 
times appears that the Eurocentric roots of comparative methodologies 
are so deep that it is impossible to denaturalize the habits of mind that 
have emerged from them.? In this essay, I want to explore the possibili- 
ties of a comparative critique of racial ideologies across temporal and 
spatial boundaries. At first sight, such a project would seem particularly 
problematic, given that the “development” of racial ideologies in the 
West depended upon making particular kinds of comparisons between 
women, non-Europeans, blacks, religious minorities, the poor, sexual 
“deviants,” and animals in order to deepen, broaden, and fine-tune 
the idea of a “natural” hierarchy between peoples and groups.* Such 
comparison was foundational to disciplines such as anthropology, but 
more broadly to religious, literary, and cultural discourse. It was also an 
essential part of the very development of racial “science”—analogies and 
“metaphor [otherwise regarded as antithetical to the method of science ]” 
became “part of the logic of science itself.”* To write the history of rac- 
ism thus necessarily involves a study of the work done by comparative 
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thinking. Might such a history also allow us to turn comparison on its 
Eurocentric head and reveal the global connections that have shaped 
racial histories in different parts of the world? Or would it be like trying 
to use the master’s tools to dismantle the master’s house or to curse in 
the colonizer’s tongue? 

At the most fundamental level, the activity of comparison is an outcome 
of any process of categorization, which is one of the fundamental forms 
of knowledge production. As Geoffrey C. Bowker and Susan Leigh Star 
remind us, “sorting things out” into groups may be a necessary part of 
making sense of the world, but it is crucial to understand the ways in 
which this work of classification happens—in the sciences, in the social 
sciences, in the humanities, and indeed in everyday life. Who decides 
what count as categories, and the lines between them? How are such 
categories institutionalized so that they become received knowledge? 
Because over time we learn to take classificatory schemas for granted, 
they get naturalized and then exert a huge power over us to the point 
where the line between what is natural and what is socially constructed 
is obfuscated.’ These insights can be directed to the work of comparison 
itself who decides how categories are to be constructed or which catego- 
ries can be compared or which comparisons are legitimate and which 
not? Today we might ask, under what conditions can we denaturalize 
existing comparative methods and perspectives? In addition, we might 
ask: is comparison a necessary corollary to the work of categorization? On 
the other hand, can we make use of the comparative method to question 
these categories themselves? 

Comparisons between the racial ideologies of different historical pe- 
riods, between race and class, between racial and religious difference, 
and most crucially, between racial formations in different parts of the 
world are often undertaken by deploying dominant understandings of 
race, which are themselves colored by the perspectives and methods 
normalized in and through racial histories. So, for example, theorists 
and historians of race have widely worked with the assumption that 
“race” is a “modern” European ideology crafted in the crucible of 
Atlantic slavery and anchored in the belief that there are “biological” 
differences between groups of people P The comparison of premodern 
with modern European ideologies of difference, and of different racial 
formations across the world, is often shaped by these assumptions. To 
take two very different instances that will concern me in this essay: it 
is still common to hear that it is anachronistic to identify racism in the 
premodern European world because, at that time, human differences 
were understood to be rooted in “culture” rather than in “nature.” For 
similar reasons, caste exploitation in India has also been excluded from 
discussion as a form of racism. Strikingly, and not accidentally, this 
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understanding of “caste” also travels to Latin America, where also it is 
routinely contrasted with “race.” 

In this essay, I will briefly discuss both these instances of “premodern” 
difference, suggesting that we revisit their relationship to the supposedly 
“modern” forms of racism with which they are routinely contrasted. 
This exercise allows us to see what is common to these two otherwise 
diverse histories, and helps us articulate the politics of comparison as a 
method, and to intervene in theoretical and political discussions about 
the histories and present forms of “race.” In both cases, religion is the 
central issue that seems to cloud the discussion. Religious difference is 
understood to be rooted in culture, affiliated to discourses of faith and 
belief rather than those of the body, and therefore, at least theoretically, 
less rigid. But the history of racial formations testifies not to a neat 
separation between these categories but to their deep interconnection; 
without such interconnection we cannot understand the very develop- 
ment of what is now referred to as “scientific” racism. Indeed, “biology” 
itself has a history, and one that is profoundly shaped by the history 
of racial ideologies. The separation of “biology” from “culture” is the 
outcome of this very history. A mechanical and historically uninflected 
understanding of “biology” obscures the complex contours and genealo- 
gies of racial ideologies and reinforces the divisions between “culture” 
and “nature,” which were not established in an earlier period and should 
not be understood as absolute in our own. Indeed, comparing earlier 
histories of race with later ones, or European histories with non-European 
ones, illuminates why concepts such as “biology” and “culture” should 
be understood as terms whose meaning fluctuates contextually and in 
relation to one another. 

Shu-mei Shih rightly suggests that “the colonial turn” is crucial for un- 
derstanding racisms in the contemporary world, and for connecting the 
apparently different forms taken by racism in the “metropole” and the 
“colony,” but this move is not enough.’ We also need to be able to situate 
“the colonial turn” itself in a wider and longer history and to understand 
how the forms A took were shaped by precolonial and non-European ways 
of thinking. We can then revisit more clearly the complex legacies that 
colonialism has spawned—legacies that cannot be understood through 
conventional, and still dominant, ways of categorizing racial formations.’ 


In medieval and early modern England, religious outsiders, minori- 
ties, as well as people from a vast spectrum of non-European lands were 
routinely described in terms of color; so in writings of these periods, we 
get black Jews, black Saracens (or Muslims), black gypsies, and black 
Indians, just as we get black devils and black evildoers. For some writ- 
ers, blackness became synonymous with particular geographies—thus, 
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in 1559, George Abbot writes: “The men of the south part of India are 
black, and therefore are called men of Inde.” Blackness was a condi- 
tion of the lack of Christianity—the English term “blackamoor” fused 
blackness with Moor (a term that originally meant Muslim). A reverse 
logic is also visible, as when the seventeenth-century Dutch traveler Jan 
Huyghen van Linschoten writes about “the black people or Caffares of 
the land of Mozambique” drawing on the Arabic word “kaffir” meaning 
“unbeliever” to describe blacks." 

Medieval texts often feature the conversion and consequent whitening 
of such folk: thus, upon conversion, black Moors fantastically become 
white, and unbelievers find their deformed offspring transformed, as in 
the thirteenth-century Cursor Mundi or the early fourteenth-century The 
King of Tars and the Soudan of Damas. While such transformations can be 
legitimately interpreted as the sign of a somewhat fluid notion of iden- 
tity, at another level they can also be seen to tighten the association of 
particular skin color and bodily attributes with particular faiths or moral 
qualities, which is a central feature of racial ideologies. The equation 
between a particular kind of body and a particular kind of religious belief 
is underlined when a black Muslim is depicted as being transformed into 
a white Christian. Indeed, it is often through such transformations that 
medieval texts imply that black and white cannot easily mingle; in the 
thirteenth-century German romance Parzival, for example, the child of 
a black Moorish woman and a white Christian man is born “dappled”— 
the black and white parts of his skin remain separate and attest to the 
difficulty of such mixing.” 

It is often suggested that it was the medieval and early modern belief in 
monogenesis—the notion that all human beings were, in the words of St. 
Augustine, “Adam’s progeny [protoplastos]”—that more readily admitted 
the possibility of the conversion of non-Christians to Christianity than 
the later theory of polygenesis, which was itself shaped in and through 
colonial history, especially the discovery of the New World, and that 
made possible the conception of different human groups as distinct spe- 
cies.” But, although monogenesis theoretically facilitated the possibility of 
conversion, its actual possibility was severely limited by several prejudices 
and practices. One was the belief about the fixed moral being of non- 
Christians, especially Jews and Muslims, and their inability to change. 
This fixity was routinely compared to the indelibility of blackness, as in 
the 1560 Geneva Bible’s lines: “Can the black Moor change his skin or 
the leopard his spots? then may ye also do good, that are accustomed to 
do evil.”'* The comparison between faith (an inner, unseen quality, and 
one which is theoretically changeable) and color (a visible marker, sup- 
posedly fixed) is reinforced in many medieval and early modern texts— 
both literary and nonliterary—that convey the difficulty of converting 
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unbelievers by drawing upon the image of an “Ethiope,” “Man of Inde,” 
or “blackamoor” who cannot be washed white. Thus, black skin is fixed 
as permanent by comparing it to the “indurate heart of heretics,” but 
the comparison in turn anchors the heart of the unbeliever as also 
unchangeable. We see this in an emblem called “AEthiopem Lavare” in 
England’s earliest emblem book, Thomas Palmer’s Two Hundred Poosees 
(1566), where the following lines accompany a picture of two white men 
washing a black man: 


Why washest thou the man of Inde? 

Why takest thou such pain? 

Black night thou mayest as soon make bright 
Thou labourest all in vain .. . 

Indurate heart of heretics 

Much blacker than the mole; 

With word or writ who seeks to purge, 

Stark dead he blows the coal.’ 


A long tradition of describing both non-Europeans and non-Christians 
in similar terms was continually reshaped by early modern and then 
modern discourses. Thus, in 1566, Jean Bodin, the French jurist and 
political philosopher who is often given the dubious distinction of being 
the first to articulate modern categories of race, asserted that “Asiatics 
and Africans, unless indeed by miracles from heaven or by force of arms, 
do not abandon the religion they once adopted” and immediately pro- 
ceeded to write about Jews in similar terms: “Certainly that race could 
never by any reward or punishment be enticed from its doctrines and, 
dispersed over the whole world, alone it has vigorously maintained its 
religion, received three thousand years ago.”!” The following passage from 
a Spanish biography of King Charles V makes the logic of the comparison 
explicit: “Who can deny that in the descendants of the Jews there persists 
and endures the evil inclination of their ancient ingratitude and lack of 
understanding, just as in Negroes [there persists] the inseparability of 
their blackness. For if the latter should unite themselves a thousand times 
with white women, the children are born with the dark colour of the 
father. Similarly, it is not enough for a Jew to be three parts aristocratic 
or Old Christian for one family-line alone defiles and corrupts bm. "7? 
Written in the context of the anxieties over the conversion of Muslims 
and Jews to Christianity in Reconquista Spain, comparison in this passage 
hinges on the specter of sex across accepted lines of community borders 
in order to render both Jewishness and blackness congenital. 

Several critics suggest that it was the possibility of religious conver- 
sion in Iberia, the fact that millions of Muslims and Jews did convert to 
Christianity, which heightened anxieties about the nature of Christian 
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identity—posited increasingly as the necessary requirement of a na- 
tional identity—and catalyzed the development of biological notions 
of race.” Such anxieties were in part provoked by the fact that Iberian 
Jews, Christians, and Muslims were not usually physically distinguishable 
from one another. Hence the need to find a distinction that lay deeper 
inside, or a “purity of blood,” which in this case corresponded exactly 
to a supposed “purity of faith.” In 1480, the Inquisition had formalized 
the correspondence between the two by proclaiming that religious faith 
was manifested in “purity of blood” (limpieza de sangre). Thus differences 
of faith indicated different interior essences, and faith was not a matter 
of individual choice.” 

These histories are not obscure, but their implications continue to be 
sidelined by many modern theorists and historians of race who invoke 
comparisons across historical periods or geographic spaces only in order 
to assert qualitative differences between premodern and modern ideolo- 
gies of race. Thus, one critic working with the assumption that modern 
racism is a specifically Atlantic discourse born of black slavery insists 
that the blood test in Inquisition Spain was related to the “genealogical 
context of families” and not “a belief that Jewishness actually resides in 
the blood. It reflected the jural dimensions of structured kinship rather 
than the fact of biological connection, the significance of the paterrather 
than the genitor.”*! But surely what these blood statutes sought to codify 
was the connection between “pater” and “genitor”—it was precisely the 
genealogy of particular families that shaped the classification of larger 
religious and increasingly racialized groups. “Blue blood,” or sangre azul, 
was claimed by several aristocratic families who declared they had never 
intermarried with Moors or Jews and hence had fair skins through which 
their blue blood could be seen—indeed this context is the origin of the 
English phrase “blue blood,” which now indicates class status rather than 
race but actually rests on the connections between the two. The point 
I am making is that comparisons between that moment and ours can 
illuminate crucial historical connections that can help us understand 
many of our present discourses of race. More specifically, the possibility 
of religious conversion did not testify in some simple way to a “cultural” 
and benign notion of difference but was a contradictory and variable 
discourse in which we can detect the development of ideas about inheri- 
tance, or what we now call “biology.” 

The relevance of early modern Iberia to “modern” and American forms 
of racism has been acknowledged, but Iberian histories are not sealed 
off from those of other European countries at the time because of the 
transnational connections between early modern nations and shared his- 
tories of slavery. Hence when Elizabeth I of England tried to expel “the 
great numbers of Negroes and blackamoors” from her realm, authorizing 
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a slave trader to take possession of them, she also called them “infidels 
having no understanding of Christ or his Gospel” who had “crept” into 
her realm from Spain, implying that they were Spanish Muslims.” But 
such people would not have necessarily been dark skinned; Elizabeth’s 
terminology appears contradictory and hard to interpret unless we keep 
in mind the overlaps between the discourse of faith and that of the 
body. The history of English slavery is testimony to such overlaps and 
contradictions. Precisely because of the conviction that Christians should 
not be enslaved, the practice of slavery often retarded the possibility of 
conversion. In 1555, Andrew Boorde’s “Book of Knowledge” articulated 
this through the voice of a slave: 


I am a black More born in Barbary, 
Christian men for money oft doth me buy, 
If I be unchristened, merchants do not care, 
They buy me in markets be I never so bare.” 


A century later, when Richard Ligon spoke to a plantation owner in 
Barbados concerning the request of a slave to be converted, he was told 
that “the people of that island were governed by the laws of England, 
and by those laws we could not make a Christian a slave.” Ligon clari- 
fied that “[m]y request was far different from that, for I desired him to 
make a Slave a Christian. His answer was that it was true, there was a 
difference in that: But, being once a Christian, he could no more ac- 
count him a Slave, and so lose the hold they had of them as Slaves, by 
making them Christians; and by that means should open such a gap as 
all Planters in the island would curse him. So I was struck mute, and 
poor Sambo kept out of the Church.” At the same time, of course, the 
possibility of conversion was continually invoked as a justification for 
English slavery: “It being a means to better these people, and likewise 
have influence on these they sell as slaves to the English to persuade 
them, that by their slavery, their condition will be bettered by their ac- 
cess to knowledge, Arts and Sciences.”” It is hardly surprising that “An 
Act against Carnal Copulation between Christian & Heathen,” passed 
in Antigua in 1644, uses the terms “white” and “Christian” interchange- 
ably, as it does “heathen” and "black, "7 Some decades later, the Anglican 
clergyman Morgan Godwyn, who was forced to flee Virginia because he 
advocated the conversion of slaves, concluded that “bondage is not in- 
consistent with Christianity,” noting that just as “Negro” and “slave” had 
“by custom grown homogeneous and convertible,” so too “Negro and 
Christian, Englishman and heathen, are by the like corrupt custom and 
partiality made opposites.”’’ Later, the English parliament was enjoined 
to proclaim that Africans and indigenous Americans were part of God’s 
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plan for salvation and should receive baptism and thus formally abandon 
“the traditional view that Christians cannot enslave Christians, affirm the 
property rights of the slave-owners, and destroy any possibility of freedom 
achieved through baptism.”?* 

To recover these histories is also to understand better the connec- 
tions between what are often treated as divergent histories of colonial- 
ism—the Spanish and the Anglo-American—as well as past and present 
configurations of racial formations. In recent years, antiracist work has 
been confronted with a “culturalist” discourse, which is often regarded 
as a new development because it posits uncrossable boundaries between 
different groups even while unyoking their identities from a biological 
essence. In a suggestive essay written some time ago, Etienne Balibar sug- 
gested that modern “neo-racism” or “racism without race,” which “does 
not have the pseudo-biological concept of race as its main driving force,” 
illustrates that today “culture can also function like a nature,” becoming 
an uncrossable barrier between “us” and “them.” It is significant that 
Balibar compared these new forms of racism, directed at largely Muslim 
immigrants in Europe, to the anti-Semitism of Reconquista Spain—a 
comparison that subsequently allowed many early modernists, including 
myself, to analyze earlier forms of discrimination and to make the con- 
nection between anti-Semitism and Islamophobia. It also allowed us to 
make the point that these “new” forms of racism drew upon long and 
continuing histories. Contrary to the assertions of many analysts of new 
racisms, it is not the case that religion is a preracial form of difference 
or the “latest” form of racism or the form of difference confined to the 
Global South; rather, religion has been central to the development of 
modern forms of racism all across the globe, and in ways that we need 
to engage with today. 

Balibar’s phrase for neoracism—“racism without race”—is now some- 
times imported into early modern studies in order to highlight crucial 
dimensions of earlier histories of difference.” But helpful as Balibar’s 
work is for a conceptual reorientation of our understanding of race, this 
phrase can reconfuse matters by continuing to equate the term “race” 
with ideologies of difference that center around color or pseudobiologi- 
cal classifications. As a result, a theological or culture-centered notion 
of difference becomes a special kind of racism—early modern racism, 
neoracism, but not racism per se 2 Instead, I am suggesting that early 
modern histories of difference, by illuminating the centrality of religion 
and culture to the development of the idea of race, can help us retheorize 
the idea of racial difference in a much more radical way. We need to 
adopt a complex understanding of the relationships between the so-called 
social and the so-called biological discourses that are marshalled by racist 
discourse and practice. They underscore the point that the biological 
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discourse of race was never really biological and that its categories were 
in fact always cultural, just as, on the other hand, in “premodern” racial 
discourse, as Robert Bartlett suggests, the vocabulary deployed was bio- 
logical (“blood,” gens, etc.) but the categories it indicated were cultural.” 

Comparing “then” and “now” helps us question rigid divides between 
“periods,” which have been formulated according to a Eurocentric con- 
ception of history in the first place, as well as interrogate the usefulness 
of making the “culture” versus “biology” distinction the basis for our 
understanding of the history of racism.* 


I now want to turn to the distinction between “culture” and “biology” 
as it surfaced in a public controversy a few years ago, following the plea 
of Dalit groups in India that casteism is a form of racism and should 
be discussed at the 2001 United Nations Conference against Racism in 
Durban.™ Taking place as it did in a city, which had witnessed the launch 
of Mahatma Gandhi’s anticolonial campaign, as well as bitter struggles 
over apartheid, the conference was an appropriate venue for raising 
fundamental questions about forms and legacies of racism—not only 
caste (dubbed a “hidden apartheid” by Human Rights Watch in 1999), 
but also the question of Zionism, and of reparations for colonialism and 
slavery, were brought to the table. Although Balibar rightly notes that 
the event signaled “the urgent necessity to question afresh what exactly 
we call racism, why we do so, and what kind of political and intellec- 
tual tradition we are continuing by using this terminology,” it is telling 
that his discussion resolutely remains within the confines of European 
histories, relegating caste, quite explosive at the conference, to a small 
footnote.” The three issues—caste, Zionism, and reparations—led to 
global solidarity between the various activists raising them at Durban as 
well as global alliances between the governments who were seeking to 
disallow them as legitimate issues for the conference. Thus, whereas in 
1975 India had voted in favor of the United Nations General Assembly 
resolution naming Zionism as a form of racism, at Durban it joined 
hands with the governments of the United States and Israel on Zionism 
as well as the demand for reparations. 

All three issues, particularly caste, highlight the need to rethink the 
connections between the different legacies of race and colonialism, 
which are lost without some attempt to think comparatively. While I am 
mindful of warnings, such as Stuart Hall’s against “extrapolating a com- 
mon universal structure to racism” and his reminder that “it is only as 
the different racisms are historically specified—in their difference—that 
they can be properly understood,” I am suggesting that, at the same 
time, we also need to interrogate the intellectual and political pitfalls 
of a mechanical insistence on the uniqueness of different racial forma- 
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tions. If a certain Atlantic exceptionalism has operated in large sections 
of Western race theory, then, on the other hand, a colonial and Indian 
exceptionalism has insisted that caste is sui generis, that it cannot be 
compared to other discourses of difference because it is quintessentially 
and uniquely Indian (and the move also conflates “Indian” with “Hindu”). 

The best-known articulation of this exceptionalism has been Louis 
Dumont’s Homo Hierarchicus, which projected caste as the symbol of 
community in India, a community that had been lost in the West with 
the rise of individualism.” Different versions of this approach were also 
espoused by dozens of other commentators, ranging from nationalist 
figures such as Jawaharlal Nehru to anticaste activists such as Bhimrao 
Ramji Ambedkar.” Oliver Cromwell Cox’s book Caste, Class, and Race 
argued strenuously that the comparison would abstract race from capi- 
talism and render it timeless—the assumption being that caste is static 
and can be abstracted from capitalism.” Indeed it is this exceptionalism 
of caste that was invoked by the Indian government in the Durban de- 
bates: “Communities which fall under the definition of Scheduled Castes 
and Scheduled Tribes are unique to Indian society and to its historical 
process” and so caste discrimination is an internal matter for the Indian 
government and Indian people to deal with.“ An extreme version of this 
argument was the view that the Dalit desire to go to international forums 
like the World Conference against Racism showed a neocolonial men- 
tality, or worse, was a product of the “temperament of liberalization”; a 
well-known academic wrote: “We have ceded knowledge advantage to the 
West on one front after another—beginning with economic, then flow- 
ing on to the political, and now we need tips on how to handle cultural 
discrimination as well "7 Some of the most conservative Indian voices 
piously suggested that bringing caste into the picture would mean that 
racism would not receive proper attention.” Coming from a different 
direction was the argument that to discuss caste as race was to follow 
an agenda set by the new American empire: “One of the dangers of US 
imperialist hegemony is that the global anti-imperialist agenda may also 
end up being set in US anti-imperialist terms . . . Race, then, as a central 
category for the struggle, may be self-evident in the US context, but not 
as useful in other settings.” To confine racism to the United States is 
even more myopic than equating it with oppression against blacks. As I 
will argue, it is this very narrow understanding of race that has structured 
much of the denial of comparison between race and caste across the 
political spectrum in India, just as it has also stymied the understanding 
of the history of race. 

Finally, the case against caste being discussed at Durban was articulated 
both by the government of India (then formed by the Hindu right-wing 
Bharatiya Janata Party), as well as several respected academics by reverting 
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to the terms of colonial anthropology. Thus the well-known sociologist 
Andre Béteille cited long-discredited colonial scholarship on race, argu- 
ing that anthropologists had “established conclusively . . . the distinction 
between race which is a biological category with physical markers and 
social groupings based on language, religion, nationality, style of life or 
status . . . If discrimination against disadvantaged castes can be defined as 
a form of racial discrimination . . . Muslims and other religious minori- 
ties will claim that they too, and not just backward castes, are victims of 
racial discrimination.”“* Dalit activists argued that not only is caste, like 
race, a hierarchy based on lineage and descent, but it also involves a 
particular construction of the Dalit body and mind. Dalits were regarded 
as so polluted that even their shadows were understood as contaminating 
those they fell upon; even today, Dalits (by some calculations about one 
hundred and eighty million people) are often debarred from eating, 
praying, or studying with upper-caste individuals, from marrying outside 
their caste groups, as well as drawing water from a common well, or dress- 
ing above their station. Despite the fact that many Dalits are prominent 
in public life, the reality for most remains that those who are perceived 
as transgressive regularly meet with violent hostility, murder, and lynch- 
ing. Despite the fact that Mayawati, a Dalit woman, is currently the chief 
minister of India’s largest state, and projected by her party as a potential 
prime minister, Dalit women remain especially vulnerable to rape and 
sexual assault.* Such contemporary realities anchored the Dalit activist 
position demanding consideration at Durban.*® 

Some theorists have specified the perniciousness of anti-Dalit feelings 
by contrasting them with religious prejudices. The philosopher Akeel 
Bilgrami writes: “When I think sometimes about caste in India—without 
a doubt the most resilient form of exclusionary social inegalitarianism in 
the history of the world—it’s hard to avoid the conclusion that even the 
most alarming aspects of religious intolerance are preferable to it. To 
say ‘You must be my brother,’ however wrong, is better than saying, “You 
will never be my brother.’”*” Bilgrami is right in theory, but in practice 
the difference is not absolute. As I discussed in the previous section, the 
discourse of religious conversions in early modern Europe embodied both 
these attitudes—Jews, Muslims, and blacks were simultaneously invited 
to convert and imagined as unable to fully do so. Moreover, it was the 
combination of these two apparently contradictory positions that catalyzed 
racial thought. I want to suggest that an analogous—though not identical 
—contradiction underpins the discourse of caste in India. On the one 
hand, it is true that in the ideology of casteism, the hierarchy is regarded 
as fixed. Those Dalits who convert to Christianity and Islam cannot rid 
themselves of the taint of caste; that is the basis on which many once- 
Dalit Christians, for example, continue to argue that affirmative-action 
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provisions for Dalits should be extended to them. But, at the same time, 
it is precisely the place of lower castes within the Hindu religious and 
social hierarchy that guarantees the stability of the whole, which is why a 
belonging of sorts—oppressive, unequal, but nevertheless a belonging— 
is demanded of the Dalits by upper castes and particularly right-wing 
Hindu ideologues. Thus it is that V. D. Savarkar insisted that “some of 
us are Brahmans and some Namashudras or Panchamas [untouchable 
castes]; but... we are all Hindus and own a common blood.”** Thus, 
too, Hindu conservatives are bitterly opposed to religious conversions.” 
It is on the supposed basis of the “belonging” of Dalits and lower castes 
to a Hindu whole that right-wing Hindu groups have also embarked 
on the aggressive wooing of Dalits and Adivasis, which has resulted in 
complicated new political alliances in various parts of India, but also 
resulted in the participation of these groups in right-wing organized 
violence against Muslims.” 

As early as 1612, the Portuguese observer Diogo de Couto articulated 
the view that it was the caste order which prevented the conversion of 
Hindu elites to other religions: “The great impediment to the conver- 
sion of the Gentoos is the superstition which they maintain in relation to 
their castes, and which prevents from touching, communicating, or min- 
gling with others, whether superior or inferior; those of one observance 
with those of another.” The idea that caste kept the Hindu order as a 
whole from disintegrating was put forth with increasing sophistication 
during the colonial period. At the end of the eighteenth century, Abbé 
Dubois insisted that the caste system had guaranteed Indian civilizational 
achievement; such ideas simultaneously preserved the difference of India 
from the West and made clear the value of a hierarchical order, which 
could work as a universal model of sorts. This is not to suggest that an 
unchanging religious order demanded this “fellowship”—on the contrary, 
caste hierarchy is always political and social, and its contemporary forms 
have been forged in and through particular colonial and postcolonial 
histories. Nicholas Dirks has argued that “under colonialism, caste was 

. . made out to be far more—far more pervasive, far more totalizing, 
and far more uniform—than it had ever been before, at the same time 
that it was defined as a fundamentally religious social order” (COM, 13). 
Just as colonialism reshaped other social relations, such as those of class 
and gender, so also was it the case with caste, although it is important 
not to see this as a simple imposition by British colonialists but a process 
involving the active participation of local elites.” 

Moreover, the histories of Western racial formation and those of caste 
are not isolated from one another. While there has been extensive writing 
on the relationship of caste and race, and whether these are analogous 
or different, scholars have yet to fully explore how European ideologies 
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of race drew heavily upon caste divisions, which European travelers, 
merchants, and colonists observed in Indian society, and how these 
borrowings help us think about analogous problems in racial forma- 
tions in different parts of the world. The Portuguese word casta (first 
used in the Indian context) was used to indicate not just these divisions, 
but also all kinds of other groupings based on color, class, and religion 
precisely along the lines that the word “race” was used in early modern 
English.” Often the two were made explicitly interchangeable, as in a 
decree issued by the Sacred Council of Goa in 1567: “In some parts of 
this Province (of Goa) the Gentoos divide themselves into distinct races 
or castes (castas) of greater or less dignity, holding Christians as of lower 
degree, and keep these so superstitiously that no one of a higher caste 
can eat or drink with those of a lower.”* Thus, while in the sixteenth- 
century Europeans felt that they were equated with the lower castes in 
India, colonial anthropology shifted the alignments to posit an equation 
between Europeans and indigenous higher ranks. 

The term Arya (which means “aristocratic” in Sanskrit) was appropri- 
ated as “Aryan,” a term with bioracial connotations in European discourse, 
and which in turn shaped the ideologies of caste and regional affilia- 
tion, as well as Hindu supremacy, in colonial India. In 1786, the British 
Orientalist William Jones argued that all speakers of Indo-European 
(or Indo-Aryan) languages belonged to the same racial group and were 
essentially derived from “a race of conquerors” who migrated from west 
Asia to various places, including India, a view that was picked up by 
the German philologist Max Müller.” While this argument allowed the 
theoretical possibility that Indians were of the same race as Europeans, it 
simultaneously divided Indians into superior Aryans, who were supposed 
to have moved into the region from the North, and inferior Dravidians, 
or the original inhabitants of the land. The racial classification of Indians 
was based on the supposition that the northern or “martial” peoples of 
India were largely Aryans who developed the caste system as a way of 
preventing miscegenation with the Dravidians and aboriginals.” At the 
end of the nineteenth century, as Nicholas Dirks has detailed, when race 
had become the primary mode of classifying humans into hierarchical 
groups in the West, caste was used to categorize Indians. The census 
commissioner H. H. Risley was “confident that he could actually test in 
India the various theories about race and the human species that had 
been merely proposed on speculative grounds in Europe” (COM, 15, 
84). According to Dirks, he “fashioned a peculiar symbiosis between the 
racial anxieties of imperial Britain, and the ritual anxieties of Brahmans 
and other higher castes at the turn of the century” (COM, 224). This 
symbiosis is evident in a range of British literary texts of the period, such 
as Rudyard Kipling’s novel Kim, where caste, region, and race dovetail to 
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produce a taxonomy of “types,” such as the fiercely honest and martial 
Afghan, the Sikh soldier loyal to the British, the effeminate but clever 
Bengali “Baboo,” and so on. Susan Bayly points out that if colonialists 
interpreted caste through the lens of race, this means that they were in 
fact not regarding India as unique, but trying to fit it into what they saw 
as universally applicable biological hierarchies.” 

Such views about the overlap of caste and race are still in circulation— 
in 2001, precisely at the time when Dalit groups were lobbying to take 
their case to Durban, a study published by the journal Genome Research 
argued that “the upper castes [in India] have a higher affinity to Euro- 
peans than to Asians, and the upper castes are significantly more simi- 
lar to Europeans than are the lower castes.” Ironically, of course, the 
findings of the Genome Research study could be cited in support of Dalit 
organizations’ plea for thinking about caste as race! That is why, histori- 
cally, movements against caste oppression seized upon this analogy. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, Jyotiba Phule argued that Brahmans were 
colonists who subjugated the native inhabitants: “The cruelties which the 
European settlers practised on the American Indians on their first settle- 
ment in the new world had certainly their parallel in India in the advent 
of the Aryans and their subjugation of the aborigines [that is, Dravidians] 
... This, in short, is the history of Brahman domination in India... In 
order, however, to keep a better hold on the people they devised that 
weird system of mythology, the ordination of caste.” To Phule, caste 
was “slavery, as vicious and brutal as the enslavement of the Africans in 
the United States, but based in India not only on open conquest and 
subordination but also on deception and religious illusion. ”® Phule built 
his views precisely on the same theory of the Aryan race which was used 
by colonialists and Orientalists, but, as Gail Omvedt argues, he “turned 
it on its head, in a way somewhat akin to Marx standing Hegelian dia- 
lectics on its head” (19). Phule emphasized the violence inherent in 
this process. 

Throughout the early part of this century, non-Brahman and Dalit 
movements were to seize and invert the racialized logic of caste domi- 
nation, laying claim to being the original inhabitants or adi-vasis of the 
Land P Ambedkar, one of the most important Dalit leaders as well as a 
major interlocutor of Gandhi and other nationalist leaders, was to critique 
this view, arguing that the Aryans were not a race and that “to hold that 
distinctions of caste are really distinctions of race . . . is a gross perver- 
sion of facts.” But he nevertheless thought about the relation between 
casteism and racism, writing to W. E. B. Du Bois that there was “so much 
similarity between the position of the Untouchables in India and the 
position of Blacks in America” and that he “was very much interested 
to read that the Blacks of America have filed a petition to the UNO. 
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The Untouchables of India are thinking of following suit.” Du Bois 
mentioned Ambedkar’s letter when he expressed his own concern about 
the narrowness of the Human Rights Charter; later, he also critiqued the 
American Jewish Committee’s “Declaration of Human Rights” for having 
“no thought of the rights of Blacks, Indians and South Sea Islanders.” 
The name of the radical Dalit Panther party, formed in 1972, is in obvi- 
ous dialogue with the Black Panther movement. 

These historical conversations are still in the process of being fully 
documented, and they indicate that Dalit thinkers and activists have 
consistently connected with other antiracist movements globally not 
in order to conflate caste with race, but to highlight their plight, to 
indicate the overlap between these forms of oppression, and to draw 
attention to their situation globally. When they raised the question of 
comparison, the dominant academic and governmental response was to 
construct their argument as one predicated upon a claim of identity. 
Thus, neither critiqued the colonial “science” that had in fact frequently 
employed the comparison of caste and race, even as they deployed the 
categories of this very science to lock both race and caste into discrete 
compartments. 

The Durban controversy reminds us that both race and caste are highly 
malleable categories, which have historically been deployed to reinforce 
existing social hierarchies and create new ones. Like race, caste overlaps 
with, but is not identical to, class, and both are deeply entwined with 
gender oppression. Both demand an engagement with questions of cul- 
ture and ideology, as well as with questions of the economy. But they also 
demand that we go further than that, and question the politics of theory. 
As Shiv Viswanathan observed, the answer is to be found “not at the 
level of concepts but at the level of the politics of knowledge . . . The worry 
about the ‘conceptual inflation’ that will follow if casteism is recognized 
as racism arises from an academic debate that is more concerned about 
the violation of disciplinary categories than with ‘atrocity as violation.’ ”® 


The comparison of caste and race, or that of older forms of racism 
with contemporary variants, I have suggested, allows us to track the 
politics of comparison, and the politics of the denial of comparison. 
What is evident in both the cases I have discussed is the persistence of 
the conflation of race with color that has been especially pernicious in 
constructing an artificial divide between “scientific”/“biological” and 
“cultural”/“religious” discrimination. It is this division that has erected 
an unsustainable divide between historical periods—premodern versus 
modern—and between different geographical locations. The histories 
of anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and caste prejudice cannot then be 
fully connected to those of slavery, bonded labor, plantation labor, and 
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color prejudice. Thinking across periods, and across regions, allows us to 
understand better why colonial race ideologies took the form they did, 
and how they drew from other forms of oppression globally. 

There is, of course, brilliant scholarship that has made visible the im- 
portance of thinking comparatively and globally in terms of nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century histories of racialization. Aamir Mufti’s work 
showing why “the crisis of Muslim identity” in modern India “must be 
understood in terms of the problematic of secularization and minority 
in post-Enlightenment liberal culture as a whole and therefore cannot 
be understood in isolation from the history of the so-called Jewish Ques- 
tion in modern Europe” is a case in point. Mufti yokes two histories in 
order to “resituate the . . . problematic of Jewishness within an extra- 
European, global frame” and to make this speak to postcolonial debates 
about secularism and minority culture. But important as it is to connect 
the histories of Jews and Muslims, European and postcolonial discourses 
about “minorities,” it has been harder to think across the supposed di- 
vide between a process of minoritization that rests on religious difference 
and another, which seems to center on discourses of color and the body. 

Even scholars who are otherwise committed to making visible inter- 
national histories of cross-cultural contact and antagonism find it hard 
to cross that barrier. For example, Amitav Ghosh seeks to challenge 
the silence of Indian historians on the subject of race, which he rightly 
thinks arises out of an overemphasis on the differences between colonial 
ideologies and practices in different continents; he argues, instead, that 
the same pernicious forms of racialization that are evident in Africa or 
the Americas were in fact used by the British in governing India. Ghosh 
is right that because Indian historiography has worked largely with no- 
tions of cultural domination, of “persuasion” rather than “coercion,” it 
has been blind to certain aspects of colonial rule in India: “The truth 
is that India was to the late 19th century what Africa was to the 18th—a 
huge pool of expendable labour . . . I believe that it is because we South 
Asians fundamentally misrecognize racism that we are not able to give it 
its proper place within the history of colonialism.”*’ But for him, making 
such a connection requires that we distinguish between “scientific” and 
other forms of racism: 


Racism . . . is an ideology that is founded on certain ideas that relate to science, 
nature, biology and evolution—a specifically post-Enlightenment ideology in 
other words . . . Generally speaking, Indian communalists recognize that their 
conflicts are located in the social domain: I do not think they put a biological 
or scientific construction on them. 

Similarly racism and caste: you will perhaps remember that Louis Dumont 
distinguished between them in an appendix to Homo Hierarchicus . . . It has 
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taken me a long time to understand that racism is comparable to casteism and 
communalism only in that it has the same murderous effects: its internal logic 
is quite different. (158-59) 


But the place of racism in “liberal” Enlightenment thought cannot be 
understood by taking its own divisions between culture and biology, or 
indeed the supposed “internal logic” of either caste or race as our ana- 
lytical categories, not only because, as history tells us, this logic changes 
and transforms, but also because it does so at least partly in relation to 
histories that are not as distinct as they have become in our postcolonial 
analysis. 

Take the case of the term “caste” as it traveled to the colonial Americas. 
Although its histories there are distinct and can hardly be conflated with 
those on the South Asian subcontinent, there is a striking resonance be- 
tween their relation to race as a conceptual problem. Writing in relation to 
early colonial Peru, Irene Silverblatt points out that in Latin America as 
well, “caste is understood to be a legal or social (as opposed to biologi- 
cal) construct at heart” whereas “race emerged as a dominant account 
of social differentiation in the West’s ‘modern,’ liberal age.” She goes 
on to suggest that we deploy the concept of “race thinking” to cut across 
this divide, not in order to assert an identity between them but to grasp 
“what the race-caste division hides: that race and caste were not separate 
systems but interpenetrating. Race thinking helps us understand how 
race and caste might, chameleon-like, slip in and out of one another. "mp 

Some of these slippages are evident, as I have suggested, in the history 
of caste in India. It is also painfully evident that European racial catego- 
ries have patently influenced “communalist” views about the differences 
between Hindus and Muslims.” The language of Hindu fundamentalism, 
like that of Reconquista Christianity, increasingly draws upon notions of 
“cultural difference” as well as pathology—Muslims breed more prolifically 
than others, Muslim men are inherently violent, they always desire Hindu 
women, all Muslims are conservative—and it does so precisely for the 
same reasons that Reconquista Christian discourse did, because there is 
no visible physiological difference between Hindus and Muslims in India. 

Today, “race” has become a term that functions as the universal marker 
of discrimination even as it is often understood in narrow ways that ob- 
scure its longer and global histories. I have suggested that a cautious 
comparativism can make these histories visible, and conversely, careful 
attention to these histories reveals both the political utility, and the 
limits, of comparative methods. Systematic analyses of the histories of 
racial thinking allow us to push at the limits of our understanding of the 
very grounds of cultural comparison and of knowledge production. For 
instance, we might ask how our understanding of the histories of racial 
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thought might change if we think of comparing the historical develop- 
ment of race to the history and structure of caste formations (instead 
of the other way around). This history should push us beyond simply 
debating whether caste can legitimately be compared to race. Why is it 
that we cannot even imagine reversing the terms and comparing race 
to caste? The irreversibility of comparative terms is itself shaped by a 
Eurocentric view of history, and of what we regard as universal and what 
as particular. To push the comparison in this way is to challenge such a 
view and make available more complete intersections than have hitherto 
been visible.” The analytical priorities of that comparison will open up 
a different set of global intersections altogether—such as those between 
South Asia and Latin America—and thus productively interrupt, reorder, 
and fill gaps in our understanding of histories of race. 
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CHAPTER NINE 


The Material World of Comparison 


Pheng Cheah 


HE INTENSIFICATION OF GLOBALIZATION in the past two decades has 

led to debates about reenvisioning and reinventing the discipline 

of comparative literature in a manner that is ethically sensitive to 
the cultural differences and geopolitical complexities of the contempo- 
rary age. The task of reinvigorating comparative literary studies has been 
so successful that Haun Saussy begins his 2004 report on the state of the 
discipline by declaring its intellectual triumph, adducing as evidence 
the widespread diffusion of comparative methods and approaches to all 
corners and sectors of U.S. universities.' But despite this success, compara- 
tive literature remains a specific application of a method, perspective, or 
approach, which it shares with other forms of comparative study such as 
comparative politics, comparative sociology, or comparative history, as 
opposed to a clearly delimited field with established aims and objects of 
study. Hence, even if comparison is crucial to the formation of a critical 
consciousness and the improvement of knowledge production by giving 
an area of knowledge greater range and depth, it remains essentially 
a technique to be wielded by intellectual consciousness in its various 
projects and endeavors. The question that has almost never been asked 
is this: if comparison is a fundamental activity of human consciousness, 
then what is it that makes us compare? Is it something that is internal 
to consciousness or the human spirit or something that comes from the 
external or objective world? 

The essay has two aims: it traces the genealogy of the idea that com- 
parison is an activity that forms consciousness in some canonical texts 
of modern philosophy and the elaboration of this idea into a stimulus 
for the awakening of anticolonial consciousness in radical postcolonial 
nationalist literature. It then argues that in contemporary globalization, 
comparison is no longer a critical activity but a material infrastructure 
that undermines the formation of a shared world even as it makes us 
more connected in unprecedented ways. What are the implications of this 
material world of comparison for the struggles for freedom of peoples 
in the postcolonial South in the current global conjuncture? 
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Comparison and the Bildung of Humanity 


The connection between comparison and the formation of the mature 
consciousness of a social being lies in the fact that comparison is an activ- 
ity that consciousness undertakes when it encounters something foreign 
or other to itself. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s thought is exemplary because 
he suggests that comparison is a fundamental psychological mechanism 
in the human species’s passage from a state of nature to social existence 
and further distinguishes between a salutary form of comparison that is 
the necessary precondition of our knowledge of ourselves as members 
of humankind and a defective, pernicious form of comparison that is 
the origin of social ills and inequality. Rousseau elaborates on the first 
kind of comparison in the Essay on the Origin of Languages. 


Reflection is born of the comparison of ideas, and it is their plurality that leads 
us to compare them. Whoever sees only a single object has no occasion to make 
comparisons. Whoever sees only a small number and always the same ones from 
childhood on still does not compare them, because the habit of seeing them 
deprives him of the attention required to examine them: but as a new object 
strikes us, we want to know it, we look for relations between it and the objects 
we do know; this is how we learn to observe what we see before us, and how 
what is foreign to us leads us to examine what touches us.” 


When something foreign or unknown enters our perceptual field, we 
begin to observe it closely, form conceptions of it, and compare these 
to what is familiar to us. Hence, the experience of alterity, the presence 
to consciousness of a plurality of objects, stimulates knowledge of what 
immediately surrounds us. What is emphasized here is the force of the 
foreign as it breaches the world we are accustomed to and moves the 
mind to compare. 

Rousseau associates this force not with violence but with sociability 
and humanity. The knowledge formed from comparison enables us to 
imagine the experiences of others and to identify with them, thereby 
leading to the development of social affections such as pity, and eventu- 
ally to knowledge of ourselves as members of a common humankind. 


The social affections develop in us only with our knowledge [lumières]. Pity, 
although natural to man’s heart, would remain eternally inactive without imagi- 
nation to set it in motion [en jeu]. How do we let ourselves be moved to pity? By 
transporting ourselves outside ourselves; by identifying with the suffering being. 
We suffer only to the extent that we judge it to suffer; we suffer not in ourselves but 
in it. Think how much acquired knowledge this transport presupposes! How could 
I imagine evils of which I have no idea? How could I suffer when I see another 
suffer if I do not even know that he suffers, if I do not know what he and I have 
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in common [de commun entre lui et moi]? Someone who has never reflected can- 
not be clement, or just, or pitying, nor can he be wicked and vindictive. He who 
imagines nothing feels only himself [sent que lui-même]; in the midst of mankind 
[genre humain] he is alone.* 


There are therefore three different moments in the generation of hu- 
man sense, the sense that one shares something in common with others 
and is part of acommon world of humanity. First, by forming knowledge 
about the other, comparison converts the force of the initial shock of 
alterity into virtual images. These images operate as a motor force that 
transports us beyond ourselves. Second, in the moment of identification, 
the self is propelled into the skin of the other. We regard the other as 
another version of ourselves, an alter ego, and we feel his suffering as 
if it were ours. Third, as a result of this identification, the self becomes 
conscious of what is common between itself and the other. 

It is imperative here to distinguish between the common and the 
similar or the like. The similar is what is familiar to us because it is im- 
mediately around us and habitually present to our sight. It constantly 
touches us in its physical proximity, and we relate to it through feeling. 
In contradistinction, the common involves a power of abstraction that 
only comes about after the foreign has disrupted the familiarity of the 
similar. It is both the end result and object of knowledge. Moreover, the 
consciousness of what is common enables us to know our true selves qua 
human beings instead of merely feeling our immediate selves, either as 
isolated beings or as members of a family. 


Apply these ideas to the first men, you will see the reason for their barbarism. 
Never having seen anything other than what was around them, they did not 
know even it; they did not know themselves. They had the idea of a Father, a 
son, a brother, but not of man. Their hut held all those who were like themselves 
[semblables]; a stranger, an animal, a monster were all the same to them [étaient 
pour eux la méme chose]: outside of themselves and their family, the whole universe 
was naught to them [ne leur était rien].* 


Because it enables the conceptualization of the idea of man as that which 
is common to the self and others, the imagination’s abstractive power 
generates the knowledge that one belongs to a common humanity. With- 
out this power, we simply cannot distinguish others in any meaningful 
sense that will lead to the establishment of relations based on what we 
share in common. Whatever lies outside our immediate family circle is 
simply a homogeneous mass that does not exist for us. Hence, without 
the imagination, we will only have an impoverished sense of ourselves 
that is limited to the ties of blood and kinship. We will not be able to 
“see” (that we are part of) humankind. 
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But comparison is also a double-edged process. In the Second Discourse, 
Rousseau suggests that the comparative gaze sets off the development 
of amour propre (vanity) in the human person and that it is also the first 
step toward inequality and vice in nascent social life. As is well known, 
amour propre, as distinguished from the natural sentiment of amour de 
soi-même (love of oneself) that is directed at self-preservation, is a social 
passion. Amour de soi-méme, when regulated by reason and tempered by 
pity for the suffering of others, “produces humanity and virtue.” As we 
have seen, the identification with the suffering of others that is crucial to 
the activation of pity requires comparative activity. In contradistinction, 
the genesis of amour propre involves a different kind of comparative gaze. 
Here, one does not step into the other’s skin and identify with him, but 
instead gazes at oneself through the other’s eyes. The self sees itself as 
an object of possible disapprobation or admiration, disrespect or esteem, 
in the other’s eyes and thus desires to be highly regarded or valued. 


Amour propre is only a relative sentiment, factitious, and born in society, which 
inclines every individual to set greater store by himself than by anyone else, inspires 
men with all the evils they do one another, and is the genuine source of honor. 
[I]n the genuine state of nature, Amour propre does not exist; For, since every 
individual human being views himself as the only Spectator to observe him, as the 
only being in the universe to take any interest in him, as the only judge of his own 
merit, it is not possible that a sentiment which originates in comparisons he is 
not capable of making, could spring up in his soul. (FI Note XV [1-2], 218; 219) 


Here, the introduction of otherness in the self does not lead to the 
productive disruption of the familiar by difference that brings about the 
construction of a common human world. Alterity is now a threat since 
the other occupies the position of a judge that can devalue the self and 
undermine its security. Hence, observing the other does not lead to the 
appreciation of its differences, the identification with its suffering, and 
the knowledge of myself as human through the grasping of a common 
humanness. Instead, the self imagines how it is observed by this interloper 
and seeks to aggrandize itself in front of the other to defend against 
the other’s judgment. There is no breaching of the circle of familiarity 
and sameness, no establishment of the larger circle of the common. 
Instead, the circle of sameness is reinforced through an oppositional, 
competitive relation to the other. Amour propre is a relative sentiment: it 
is a sense of self that can never be fully centered in the self but is always 
derived in relation to the other and therefore involves the permanent 
unease of competition. 

Accordingly, selfhood and reflection have entirely negative connota- 
tions. Reflection does not lead to identification with the other. It is 
instead a movement of turning back on oneself in a way that rigidifies 
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the self’s boundaries, thereby blocking the identification with the other 
that defines pity. 


Now this identification must, clearly, have been infinitely closer in the state of 
Nature than in the state of reasoning. It is reason that engenders amour propre, 
and reflection that reinforces it; reason that turns man back upon himself, reason 
that separates him from everything that troubles and afflicts him: It is Philosophy that 
isolates him; by means of Philosophy, he secretly says, at the sight of a suffering 
man, perish if you wish, I am safe. (FI 1.37, 153; 155-56) 


Instead of transporting the self beyond the limited circle of the same so 
that it can arrive at a sense of its own humanity, reflection here gener- 
ates an impoverished, atomistic self that is imprisoned within this circle. 
The more educated one is, the less one identifies with the sufferings of 
others because one acts according to selfish calculations of prudence.® 

Moreover, the pernicious modality of comparison leads to forms of 
hierarchy at the level of social life. In a presocial stage, human interac- 
tion with natural forces leads to the determination of relations to the 
outside world in quantitative terms such as greatness, strength, speed, et 
cetera. The human ability to master nature through prudential calcula- 
tion gives the person a sense of the human species’s superiority. The 
development of the same comparative activity in social relations with 
other human beings leads to individual pride, social hierarchy, and the 
vices that accompany property and civility. 


Everyone began to look at everyone else and to wish to be looked at himself 
[Chacun commença à regarder les autres et à vouloir être regardé soi-même], and public 
esteem acquired a price. The one who sang or danced best; the handsomest, 
the strongest, the most skillful, or the most eloquent came to be the most highly 
regarded, and this was the first step at once toward inequality and vice: from 
these first preferences arose vanity and contempt on the one hand, shame and 
envy on the other. (FI 11.16, 166; 169-70) 


[C]onsuming ambition, the ardent desire to raise one’s relative fortune less out 
of genuine need than in order to place oneself above others, instills in all men 
a black inclination to harm one another, a secret jealousy that is all the more 
dangerous as it often assumes the mask of benevolence in order to strike its blow 
in greater safety: in a word, competition and rivalry on the one hand, conflict 
of interests on the other, and always the hidden desire to profit at another’s 
expense, all these evils are the first effect of property, and the inseparable train 
of nascent inequality. (FI 11.27, 171; 175) 


This is precisely the unfolding, at every stage of social life, of the perni- 
cious modality of comparison found at the heart of amour propre, where 
the self views itself competitively through the other’s eyes. 
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Let us sum up Rousseau’s views about comparison. First, the distinction 
between the salutary and defective forms of comparison and reflection 
is essentially a distinction between a relation to alterity where the other 
is integrated into the self through identification and the difference is 
overcome through the establishment of what is common, and a relation 
to alterity where difference is seen as a threat that has to be contained by 
reinforcing the self’s boundaries through withdrawal, self-aggrandization, 
and competition. Second, in the “good” kind of comparison, there is an 
initial recognition of qualitative differences between self and other that 
are resolved by identification, which establishes a complete symmetry, 
substitutability, and equality of self and other. Ideational work raises up 
difference into what is common and shared, to a larger communal self. 
In contradistinction, comparison-as-competition is essentially a quanti- 
tative relation between different magnitudes, a matter of more or less. 
The relation between self and other is here structurally asymmetrical 
and unequal since the self always desires to be greater than the other in 
power or force. Third, comparison is primarily a matter of the subject’s 
desire. It may open up a common world or obstruct such an opening, 
but comparison remains a dynamic of the subject rather than an objec- 
tive worldly structure. 

German idealist philosophy resolves the contradiction between the two 
modalities of comparison by means of a teleology of history in which 
conflict and antagonism are regarded as the motor of human progress 
toward a telos that has universal validity for all individuals and peoples 
within the human species. Kant called the good type of comparison 
“pluralism,” which he defined as the opposite of egoism, the attitude in 
which consideration is given only to one’s viewpoint in matters of logical 
judgment, taste, and morality. Comparison is primarily a rigorous testing 
of the self’s presumptions by means of the perspectives of others and it 
leads to the formation of a collective subject, humanity, in which the self 
strikes down its own egoism by acknowledging that it exists with others 
within a larger whole, that is, a plural world. Pluralism, Kant writes, is 
“the way of thinking in which one is not concerned with oneself as the 
whole world, but rather regards and conducts oneself as a mere citizen 
of the world [Welthiirger].”’ The optimal cultivation of this intellectual 
perspective in individuals can only be attained in a world federation that 
secures the highest state of peace. 

But, paradoxically, human beings are motivated to establish a cosmo- 
politan federation by the competitive kind of comparison. Because of our 
egoistic nature, human beings are pulled by two conflicting tendencies. 
On the one hand, we desire to be isolated individuals because we want 
the world to operate according to our selfish wishes. But, on the other 
hand, we also desire to be in society because egoism finds its highest 


174 COMPARISON IN THE WORLD 


expression in the desire for power, wealth, and honor. These are social 
phenomena because one can only aggrandize oneself and have status 
in the eyes of others. “Through the craving for honor, the craving for 
domination, or avarice, he is driven to seek status among his compeers, 
whom he cannot bear, yet cannot leave alone [getrieben durch Ehrsucht, 
Herrsucht oder Habsucht, sich einen Rang unter seinen Mitgenossen zu ver- 
schaffen, die er nicht wohl leiden, von denen er aber auch nicht lassen kann] .” 
Kant calls this constitutive feature of human life “unsocial sociability” 
(ungesellige Geselligkeit) ? 

Social existence thus involves a physics of mutual attraction and repul- 
sion. Since each person will try to resist the inclination of others to bend 
him to their will and is also aware that this resistance is mutual, he must 
develop his natural predispositions so as to enable him to resist the will 
of others, as well as skills, taste, and social graces to attract others and 
reduce their resistance to being bent according to his will. Competitive 
comparison is crucial to human progress. “Nature should thus be thanked 
for fostering social incompatibility, enviously competitive vanity, and in- 
satiable desires for possession or even domination [Herrschen]! Without 
these desires, all man’s excellent natural predispositions [Naturanlagen] 
would never be roused to develop.” A similar competitive dynamic is 
repeated at the level of interstate relations. States seek to aggrandize 
themselves in each other’s eyes in terms of cultural achievements because 
this is a way to influence other states. “The mutual relationships between 
states are already so sophisticated [so künstlichen] that none of them can 
wane (or slacken) in its internal culture [in der inneren Kultur nachlassen 
kann] without losing power and influence in relation to the others.”” 
Such competition can lead to war, which itself can be an incentive “for 
developing to their highest degree all the talents that serve for culture 
[die zur Kultur dienen].”'? Rivalrous comparison, however, gives way when 
states reach a point where they realize that a cosmopolitan federation 
provides the optimal conditions of security for the development of culture 
and the moral cultivation of their citizens. 

Hegel’s philosophy of history takes the generative character of the 
comparative gaze’s competitive aspects to its extreme. Because Hegel 
rejects the possibility of a cosmopolitan federation as an empty utopian 
dream, he views the totality of world history as a process of successive 
struggles between national spirits ( Volksgeister) to assume the mantle of 
the world spirit ( Weligeist). As universal spirit, world spirit can only exist 
in the particular shape of a national spirit.’ Hence, in any given epoch 
it is vested in only one state, whose actions will have universal normative 
force. A given state’s eligibility to assume the mantle of world spirit in a 
given epoch depends on its national spirit’s historical achievements as 
manifested in the quality of its political institutions and spiritual-cultural 
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products and the eternal contribution they make to world history. This 
confers to a given nation its right to be recognized as the dominant na- 
tion in a given stage of world history. World history is thus the ultimate 
forum of judgment of the actions of particular nations and individuals. 
But the universality of its judgments exceeds the sphere of mere moral- 
ity or justice. It metes out undying fame. Its judgment and recognition 
are neither tolerant nor benevolent. To the contrary, they legitimize the 
violence and domination suffered by nations that do not embody the 
world spirit as being favorable to universal progress. 


It is through this dialectic that the universal spirit, the spirit of the world, produces 
itself in its freedom from all limits, and it is this spirit which exercises its right— 
which is the highest right of all—over finite spirits in world history as the world’s 
court of judgment [ Weltgericht] 


In contrast with this absolute right which it [the dominant nation] possesses as 
bearer of the present stage of the world spirit’s development, the spirits of other 
nations are without rights [rechtlos], and they, like those whose epoch has passed, 
no longer count in world history.” 


Two points are important for present purposes. First, because of the 
importance Hegel gives to spiritual-cultural forms as a measure of the 
contributions of a national spirit to world-historical progress, world his- 
tory’s court of judgment—the forum that zs world history—is a theater 
of comparison for cultural forms. World history is the objective condition 
of possibility of art, religion, and philosophy, the three shapes of abso- 
lute spirit. We can only recognize these forms as expressions of absolute 
spirit after we understand the place of their respective national spirits 
within the chain of world history. Because art, religion, and philosophy 
are recognized as such only after the judgment of the world, the study 
of these forms is necessarily comparative and must range across differ- 
ent cultures and periods. Second, Hegel’s comparative gaze places the 
spiritual products of each people within a (Eurocentric) developmen- 
tal hierarchy or teleology of the progress of universal spirit, where the 
cultural forms produced by previously dominant nations are judged as 
defective in comparison with those of the now-dominant Europe in terms 
of the development of universal reason’s consciousness of the concept 
of freedom and how it is expressed in individuals. 


In all world-historical nations, we do indeed encounter poetry, plastic art, science, 
and even philosophy. But these differ not only in their tone, style, and general 
tendency, but even more so in their basic import; and this import involves the 
most important difference of all, that of rationality . . . For even if one ranks 
the Indian epics as highly as Homer’s on account of numerous formal qualities 
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of this kind—greatness of invention and imagination, vividness of imagery and 
sentiments, beauty of diction, etc.—they nevertheless remain infinitely different 
in their import and hence their very substance.”® 


The comparative gaze of world history produces the Eurocentric char- 
acterizations of non-Western art that abound in Hegel’s Aesthetics, for 
instance, the judgment that the failure of the Egyptian, Indian, and 
Persian peoples to grasp the true nature of the absolute leads to the 
production of bizarre and grotesque objects whose phenomenal forms 
are forced to express a higher meaning inappropriate to their shape, 
whereas classical beauty is only achieved in the Greek world.” We can 
call this world history from the present of (nineteenth-century) Euro- 
pean hegemony. It looks at the past in a way that affirms Europe as the 
teleological model by which to judge all other nations as wanting and 
thus elevates Europe into a developmental standard toward which all 
other nations ought to aspire. 


Postcolonial Literature and the Revolutionary 
Politicization of Comparison 


These philosophical ideas about the constitutive nature of comparison 
foreshadow key motifs in our contemporary discourse concerning the 
ethics and politics of comparison. For example, how is the advent of the 
other and the comparison it stimulates beneficial to the development of 
consciousness and, indeed, even constitutive? How does identification 
across difference lead to the formation of a common human world? 
Conversely, how does comparison as a type of competitive relation to the 
other undermine the establishment of humanity? We are reminded that 
comparison always involves relations of power. We also see two different 
solutions to the conflict between a hospitable and a competitive relation 
to alterity: the gradual achievement of a pluralistic universalism in which 
we test our assumptions by including other perspectives after a histori- 
cal process of antagonisms (Kant), and the generalization of conflict 
into a hierarchical economy of domination that operates in the entire 
span of history where difference is subordinated to a developmental 
standard (Hegel). Finally, we also see the importance of the imagination 
in establishing a relation to otherness in the form of either the role of 
identification in building a common humanity or the optic that places 
all peoples and their cultural products within the forum of world history. 

These ideas have left a lasting imprint on the way we think today. 
Indeed, even the Eurocentric comparative gaze of Hegelian world his- 
tory has been influential as a catalyst for the decolonizing nationalist 
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imagination. Here, the imposed developmental hierarchy is exposed as 
Eurocentric and even racist, and the energy of that critique then fuels 
the educated native’s desire that his people not be left out of world 
history. The struggle to assume the role of an autonomous agent in 
world history is precisely the political project of anticolonial revolution: 
the destruction of the colonial world where natives cannot be at home 
and cannot develop as autonomous subjects, and the creation of a new 
common world where they can.'* I discuss two examples of this revolu- 
tionary politicization of comparison from the literature of decolonizing 
and postcolonial space. 

José Rizal’s Noli Me Tangere (1887) is a novel written by an haute bourgeois 
Filipino colonial subject in Spanish (published in Berlin) that is widely 
regarded as an important literary inspiration of the revolt against Spanish 
colonialism in the Philippines. The book’s protagonist, Juan Crisóstomo 
Ibarra, the scion of a wealthy mestizo family, has, like the book’s author, 
returned to Manila after several years of study and travel in Europe. As 
he reacquaints himself with the colony’s urban landscape, he feels the 
haunting shadow of Europe in everything he sees. The most notable 
features in this landscape, such as the tobacco factory and the botanical 
gardens, are copies of European phenomena and are made largely for 
the consumption and enjoyment of the Spanish colonizers and wealthy 
mestizos. Ibarra feels what Frantz Fanon calls the belatedness of the 
colonial world. He cannot help but compare the colony with Europe. 


At the end of the bridge the horses broke into a trot, heading toward the Paseo 
de la Sabana. On the left, from the Tobacco Factory of Arroceros he could hear 
the roar of cigarette makers pounding the leaves. Ibarra could not help but 
smile at the memory of the overwhelming odor that had permeated the Puenta 
de Barcos at five each afternoon and made him queasy when he was a boy. The 
lively conversations and joking automatically carried his thoughts back to, among 
other things, the Lavapiés section of Madrid with its cigarette-vendor riots, so 
fateful for the unfortunate cops. 

The botanical garden drove away these delightful memories and the devilry 
of comparison [el demonio de las comparaciones] placed him back in front of the 
botanical gardens of Europe, in those countries in which one needs a great 
deal of will and even more gold to bring forth a leaf and make a flower open 
its calyx, even in these colonies, rich and well tended and open to the public. 
Ibarra looked away, to the right, and there saw Old Manila, surrounded still by 
its walls and moats, like an anemic young girl wrapped in a dress left over from 
her grandmother’s salad days D 


In this narrative construction of the psychological development of the 
imperative to revolt against colonialism, what strikes the reader first is 
the automatic nature of comparison, which the narrator refers to as a 


178 COMPARISON IN THE WORLD 


demon.” When Ibarra recalls his childhood, the chattering cigarette 
makers transport him back to the prototypical scene in Madrid. The 
moving carriage then brings up another Manila landmark, the botanical 
gardens, which is a colonial project. Ibarra is transported yet again to the 
“original” versions in Europe, about which the narrator reminds us that 
much effort and money is needed to make flowers bloom compared to 
the lush tropics. But his next glance brings to view the degradation of 
Manila, which despite the conduciveness of its warm climate to health 
is figured as a pale waif in hand-me-down clothing, a human life whose 
vitality is stifled by colonial rule. 

At this point of the novel, the political meaning is still subconscious, 
but the demon of comparisons has laid the ground for Ibarra’s gradual 
realization that the basic human freedoms of the Enlightenment available 
over there in the Europe he idealized as a student are not available here 
in the Philippines because of the anachronistically repressive colonial 
regime. This endless comparison of here and there and the conclusion that 
here, in the colonial present, there is only a dead end without any future 
of a common humanity finally leads Ibarra to the resolution to revolt: 
“Now I see the horrible cancer gnawing at this society, rotting its flesh, 
almost begging for violent extirpation . . . For three centuries we have 
held our hand to them, asked them for love, eager to call them brothers, 
and how do they answer us? With insults and mocking, denying us even 
the status of human beings. There is no God, no hope, no humanity, 
nothing more than the rights of power" 

My second example comes from Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s Buru Quartet. 
Its third volume, Footsteps (Jejak Langkah, 1985), was published almost 
a hundred years after Rizal’s Noli, but it is set in the Dutch East Indies 
of the early 1900s, the years of the rise of anticolonial sentiment and 
protonationalist political organizations. The decade or so separating this 
from the time of the Noli has seen rapid technological change. These in- 
novations have transformed the demon of comparisons into an objective 
world of comparison where the emergence of a more readily accessible 
world of print, especially in the vernaculars of colonized peoples, has 
made them increasingly conscious of progress in the outside world and 
the role of colonialism in perpetuating their stagnation. One no longer 
needs to be educated abroad like Ibarra to be possessed by compari- 
son since the entire world of comparison—events occurring not only 
in Europe but also the rising tide of anticolonial movements in other 
parts of Asia, such as the successful Philippine revolution against Spain 
(1896-98), the Republican movement in China that led to the downfall 
of the Ching dynasty on February 12, 1912, and the Japanese defeat of 
Russia in the Russo-Japanese war (1904—5)—can come to the educated 
native through newspapers and other forms of printed knowledge. 
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The phrase “world of comparison” (alam perbandingan) appears in 
an episode where the protagonist, Minke, a Javanese aristocratic youth 
who has been educated in the exclusive Dutch colonial school system, 
becomes possessed by an anxious restlessness as a result of his awareness 
that his people have been subjected to a foreign people because of their 
backwardness. He contrasts this restlessness to the stagnant tranquillity 
and childlike ignorance of “traditional” communal life in the villages 
and points out that they remain stagnant because they are not part of 
the world of comparison. 


I began to observe more closely the life of the village. I clearly could not ask its 
inhabitants to discuss the issue of modern organisation. They did not possess 
any knowledge of their own country. Most probably, they rarely left their own 
village. They have never read a book. Illiterate. 

...A large number of [the small village children playing] will die due to a 
parasitical disease . . . And if they survive, if they manage to overcome the para- 
sitical diseases, is their condition any better than the time of their childhood? 
They will continue to live within their narrow destiny. Without ever having any 
comparison. Happy are those who know nothing. Knowledge, comparison, makes 
people aware of their own situation, and the situation of others, there is dissatis- 
fied restlessness in the world of comparison [gelisah dalam alam perbandingan]. 

... The people around me have never known what I know . . . They do not 
know anything except how to make a living and reproduce themselves. Oh, 
creatures like herded cattle! They do not even know how lowly their lives are. 
Nor do they know of the monstrous forces [kekuatan raksasa] in the wider world, 
which grow and expand, gradually swallowing everything in their way, without 
being satiated. Even if they knew, they would not pay any heed. 

Within these surroundings, I felt like an All-Knowing god, who also knew their 
fate. They would become the prey of both criminals and imperialists. Something 
had to be done [Sesuatu memang harus dikerjakan] .* 


This is the catalyst for Minke’s organizational activity as a radical nation- 
alist. In the previous volume, Child of All Nations (Anak Semua Bangsa, 
1981), the world of comparison had led him to identify with the frustra- 
tions of the Chinese youth movement: 


[The backwardness of my people was] [s]hameful. But not only that. I became 
incensed because of my powerless awareness [kesadaran yang tidak berdaya] . . . 
And Maarten Nijman wrote: “The Chinese Young Generation of intellectuals 
are envious of Japan’s progress . . . Envious! Also furious and incensed because 
they are aware but powerless.” Just like me.” 


More and more, we see that comparison is something that comes upon 
and constitutes the reflective self rather than something that it wills or 
decides to do. It is less a function of human psychology in Minke than 
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it was in Ibarra. Comparison is no longer a matter of memory but of the 
inescapable force of what is read. It stems from the disquieting aware- 
ness of material forces at work in the wider world, especially forces that 
circulate knowledge and information, which disrupt our nonreflective 
intimate relationship with our immediate social surroundings. As was the 
case with Hegel’s teleology of world history, comparison is an economy 
for the formation of the consciousness of peoples. But here it is the 
consciousness of a revolutionary subject who seeks to overturn Hegel’s 
Eurocentric hierarchy. 

As in Hegelian world history, in these novels about the rise of revolution- 
ary anticolonial consciousness, comparison is a field of conflicting forces 
that is appropriated by the reflective consciousness of the subject that it 
forms. In the final instance, comparison, even though it is no longer a 
merely subjective technique but has become an objective structure, always 
returns back to the subject. Whatever disruption, anxiety, or competition 
it brings, it is an economy that ultimately serves the development of the 
human spirit and the establishment of the common good. This is why 
we have always understood comparison within the horizon of ethics. It 
is always a matter of the relation of a self to the other and how the self 
responds to, acts toward, or seeks to know the other.” 


Infrastructural Comparison and Biopower 


We would be mistaken if we regarded the two modalities of compari- 
son I have discussed above as being in a simple relation of opposition or 
contradiction that can be resolved by the regulation of competitive strife 
by ethical ideals of common humanity. The ethical relation to the other, 
indeed, ethics in general, is always a matter of power because it involves 
the capacity or ability to act or to do: to be generous, gracious, respectful, 
tolerant, or accepting of differences. This ability is coextensive with the 
strength of the self, computed in terms of its intellectual and material 
resources in specific contexts. This is evident in Hegel’s developmental 
narrative and its reversal in anticolonial and postcolonial literature 
in a colonized people’s revolutionary desire to develop itself. Indeed, 
the emergence of comparison as a material or objective structure—a 
world—in Pramoedya’s Buru Quartet suggests that the ethical modality of 
comparison is premised on a more fundamental modality of comparison. 

The emergence of comparative studies in Europe followed the discovery 
of the New World and the increased contact with non-European peoples 
that led to nineteenth-century colonialism. This gave rise to the need for 
the production of knowledge about these “others” within unequal power 
relations, especially those “others” with great civilizations and cultures 
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that could be museumized. The critique of the complicity between colo- 
nialism/neocolonialism and anthropology’s construction of the other is 
representative.” The ethical imperative to relate to the cultural other in 
a nonreductive, humane manner that informs current reflections on the 
comparative enterprise and also all of postcolonial theory is part of this 
epistemic formation. It seeks to reverse the epistemic violence inflicted 
on the cultural other that has resulted from the complicity between 
knowledge production and colonial/neocolonial domination. Edward 
Said, the founder of postcolonial theory and an eminent comparatist, 
offers this exemplary comment: “History is made by men and women 
just as it can also be unmade and unwritten, always with various silences 
and elisions, always with shapes imposed and disfigurements tolerated, 
so that ‘our’ East, ‘our’ Orient becomes ours to possess and direct," 
However, if we understand comparison only as a subjective technique 
that can be corrected or reformed through the raising of consciousness 
by means of an ethical dialectic of self and other, we obscure more fun- 
damental processes of comparison that create the material conditions 
of the capacity for ethical comparison. These processes are concerned 
with the quantification and calculation of the conditions of human life 
in order to increase life as a resource. They are material processes in 
several senses. First, they are technologies directed at the material con- 
ditions of life that directly impact the population instead of individual 
consciousness. Second, they are deployed by states in order to enhance 
the material well-being of a society or nation by maximizing its resources. 
Third, they create a milieu in which the material existence and corporeal 
needs and capabilities as well as intellectual abilities of individual subjects 
as members of the population are crafted. Consequently, comparison 
becomes an ongoing material activity, an objective motor or operational 
infrastructure that shapes every aspect of human life. It conditions, influ- 
ences, and shapes any intellectual consciousness that is engaged in ethical 
comparison and, thus, also exceeds and circumscribes such endeavors. 
Adam Smith elaborates on this modulation of comparison from a 
technique of consciousness in the production of knowledge into a pro- 
cess that shapes a society by means of policies that improve its wealth. 
An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (1776) is a 
veritable machine of comparison that engages in comparison and makes 
it the motor of healthy societies. It begins by using comparison as a 
mode of philosophical analysis in the study of economic phenomena, 
for example, the comparison of wealthy and poor nations in terms of 
different plans in increasing productivity and the different theories of 
political economy these plans generate. But since these theories exert 
influence on policy makers and can have an enormous impact on the 
economies of nations, comparative knowledge is also indispensable to 
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policy makers. Comparison should, therefore, be the operational basis of 
any healthy political economy and be built into the science of political 
economy and its institutionalized policies and technologies. 


Though those different plans were, perhaps, first introduced by the private 
interests and prejudices of particular orders of men, without any regard to, or 
foresight of, their consequences upon the general welfare of society; yet they have 
given occasion to very different theories of political economy . . . Those theories have had 
considerable influence, not only upon the opinions of men of learning, but upon 
the public conduct of princes and sovereign states. I have endeavoured . . . to 
explain, as fully and distinctly as I can, those different theories, and the principal 
effects which they have produced in different ages and nations.” 


Comparison is, moreover, central to human existence at another level: 
the practices of individuals in daily life. According to Smith’s philosophi- 
cal anthropology, exchange and trade are innate human propensities. 


In civilised society he [man] stands at all times in need of the co-operation and 
assistance of great multitudes, while his whole life is scarce sufficient to gain 
the friendship of a few persons. In almost every other race of animals each 
individual, when it is grown up to maturity, is entirely independent, and in its 
natural state has occasion for the assistance of no other living creature. But man 
has almost constant occasion for the help of his brethren, and it is in vain for 
him to expect it from their benevolence only. He will be more likely to prevail 
if he can interest their self-love in his favour, and show them that it is for their 
own advantage to do for him what he requires of them . . . We address ourselves, 
not to their humanity but to their self-love, and never talk to them of our own 
necessities but of their advantages.” 


Cooperation in the interests of self-love involves comparison. It requires 
a temporary coincidence of advantages arising out of plurality. Such 
coincidence is brought out by comparative activity that shows the other 
that his advantage coincides with my needs. This is an a priori form of 
exchange, an ontological reciprocity, if you will. Because we always need 
help from others, we must identify a synchronicity across all our differ- 
ences of needs and advantages. This synchronicity then leads to actual 
exchanges, which gradually develop into the division of labor. Smith calls 
such comparison a “trucking disposition.” “As it is by treaty, by barter, 
or by purchase, that we obtain from another the greater part of those 
mutual good offices which we stand in need of, so it is this same trucking 
disposition which originally gives occasion to the division of labour.” 
The modality of comparison Smith outlines is distinguishable from 
the ethical dialectic of self and other in two respects. First, although it 
involves the identification of similarities, the common does not refer 
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to attributes of an ideal humanity. Smith explicitly rejects any appeal 
to a common humanity to facilitate cooperative exchange in favor of 
shared needs and interests. Since needs and interests change with the 
development of society, this commonality itself is inherently plastic and a 
product-effect of material changes. Second, the development of a society 
is furthered by technologies of comparison at the level of government 
that have become institutionalized. This means that the technologies that 
productively shape human life are detached from and exceed individual 
intellectual consciousness. 

Indeed, this infrastructural form of comparison is the necessary back- 
drop for the emergence of what Michel Foucault calls biopower, a positive 
or productive modality of power that takes as its targets and objects of 
investment the life of the population. States, Foucault argues, begin to 
treat their populations as a resource because the post-Westphalian system 
of competitive relations between multiple absolute state units gives rise 
to a new principle of political power that is concerned with the maximi- 
zation of the state’s forces—its natural resources, commercial possibili- 
ties, balance of trade, and quality of its population. It is only within a 
framework of comparison between states that “we enter a politics whose 
principle object will be the employment and calculation of forces.”*° 
Henceforth, states attempt to organize production and commerce with 
the interrelated aims of enriching themselves through financial accu- 
mulation, strengthening themselves through increasing population, and 
maintaining themselves in a state of “permanent competition with for- 
eign powers.”*! They also establish technologies of internal management 
(policing) so that they can develop their forces while preserving internal 
order (STP 313). Initially, in the seventeenth century, the population is 
regarded as a productive force and power (qua discipline) is directed 
at individual bodies (STP 69). However, from the eighteenth century 
onward, with the rise of biopower proper, the population is regarded as 
a set of biological processes that are dependent on a series of variables 
that need to be managed “at the level and on the basis of what is natural 
in these processes” (STP 70). 

For present purposes, two features of this new modality of power 
arising from infrastructural comparison are important. First, power is 
primarily affirmative and productive rather than prohibitive and repres- 
sive. It invests in the population in order to enhance and maximize the 
positive aspects of the population as a force. Second, it does not oper- 
ate by directly impacting on the consciousness or even the psyche of its 
targets, that is, the collective will of the population or the individual wills 
of its members. It acts instead on a range of factors and elements that 
are remote from the population and its immediate behavior but have a 
fundamental impact on shaping the population because they constitute 
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the physical-material milieu or environment for the biological existence 
of the population. Biopower is therefore a form of structural causality 
that works with natural processes to shape the milieu within which the 
biological well-being of the population and, therefore, their material 
needs and interests, can be formed and altered. It does not repress and 
manipulate what is spontaneous in individuals, namely, desire, but en- 
courages their free play in order to achieve the general interest of the 
population.” Simply put, biopower does not affect individuals as a set 
of juridical subjects capable of voluntary actions that are restricted by 
sovereign legal command. Its object is “a multiplicity of individuals who 
are and fundamentally and essentially only exist biologically bound to 
the materiality within which they live” and it works by positively shaping 
this material milieu (STP 21). 

Today, this biopolitical infrastructure of comparison operates at every 
level of human life and organizes human existence as such. The health 
of national economies is continually measured through quantitative 
comparison, and states carefully monitor and act on the constantly fluc- 
tuating diagnoses. The mass media keenly report this information, and 
it affects the lives and interests of households and individuals, primarily 
in the form of national stock exchange indices and currency exchange 
rates, mechanisms that most immediately indicate a country’s healthy 
economic activity and purchasing power. For example, a recent newspa- 
per article berates American consumers for living beyond their means 
in tough economic times. 


Year after year, the United States bought more from the rest of the world than 
it sold as foreign nations cranked out shipload after shipload of goods destined 
for American consumers . . . It was only thanks to the kindness of strangers 
that such a drain of dollars was able to continue. Every year, overseas investors 
poured hundreds of billions of dollars into U.S. stocks, bonds, real estate and 
other assets, largely offsetting our taste for imported goods . . . Foreigners have 
become wary of underwriting the U.S. standard of living. The flow of outside 
investment is slowing.” 


The economic rise of China is repeatedly characterized in terms of 
the usurpation of the United States’ rightful place as the world’s father 
figure.** Anxious, inflammatory, pseudo-Hegelian pronouncements about 
the beginning of a perverse world-historical stage also abound in the opin- 
ion pages of leading Western newspapers. A regular opinion columnist 
in the International Herald Tribune screams: “The baton passes to Asia.” 


Every now and again, an ice cap the size of Rhode Island breaks off. The breaking 
sound right now is that of the end of the era of the white man . . . The West’s 
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moment, I thought, is passing. Money and might are increasingly elsewhere . . . 
Come to Asia and fear drains away. It’s replaced by confidence and a burning 
desire to succeed. Asian business leaders are rock stars. The culture of education 
and achievement is fierce. China is bent on beating the U.S.A. What you feel in 
Asia, said Claude Smadja, a prominent global strategist, is “a burst of energy, of 
new dreams, and the end of the era of Western domination and the white man.” 


But any resemblances to Hegel are fundamentally misleading. The 
divisive kind of comparison denounced by Rousseau that surfaces here 
is not generalized into an economy for the development of the human 
spirit or the establishment of a common good or pluralistic universal 
across qualitative differences. The comparison is not about quality but 
quantity. It is about the increase of resources by better management 
and the securing of more advantageous terms of exchange. It points to 
a certain “common,” but this is not humanity as an ideal project to be 
actualized across qualitative differences, an end to which one strives to 
move upward, but the lowest common denominator of consumption and 
production for all human beings that a nation-state needs to increase 
within its borders in order to be “better” than others. It is concerned 
with a subject of biological needs. Such newspaper articles are not in- 
tended to foster the kind of critical revolutionary consciousness that 
will overthrow a system of unbearable domination we saw in Rizal’s and 
Pramoedya’s novels. They are concerned with maintaining current con- 
sumer standards of populations in the West. They express the anxiety 
that the West will be outdone by Asia in consumption with the hope of 
instilling this anxiety in their readers. Comparison is not a process of a 
critical consciousness but something that occurs so effortlessly and obvi- 
ously as part of the biopolitical infrastructure of comparison that we no 
longer think about it. 

What happens to critical or revolutionary consciousness in this mate- 
rial world of comparison? I end by briefly discussing Michelle Cliff's No 
Telephone to Heaven (1987), a novel that dramatizes the tragic implications 
of comparison as a material infrastructure for a nation in the contem- 
porary postcolonial South. Clare Savage, the novel’s female protagonist, 
is a Jamaican from a privileged Creole clan. At sixteen, she is uprooted 
when her family migrates to America. After experiencing racist dis- 
crimination in America and the “mother country,” England, where she 
attends university, she returns to Jamaica and joins a guerrilla movement 
to fight against the degradation of her country and her people by the 
global capitalist transformation of Jamaica into a destination for luxury 
tourism and an exotic location for films. Clare is the contemporary Ca- 
ribbean counterpart of Ibarra and Minke. The demon of comparisons 
has ignited her patriotism. After decolonization, the revolution’s target 


186 COMPARISON IN THE WORLD 


is the postcolonial state, the collaborator with global capital. Clare is 
instructed by the guerrilla leader to revolutionize her consciousness: 
“Perhaps you will go further . . . sometimes it is the only way. We are 
not thugs, you know . . . You speak of the knowledge of resistance . . . 
the loss of this knowledge. I ask you to think of Bishop. Rodney. Fanon. 
Lumumba. Malcolm. First. Luthuli. Garvey. Mxembe. Marley. Moloise. 
Think of those who are gone—and ask yourself how, wa" 

In the novel’s final chapter, the guerrillas attack the site of a film about 
Jamaican history. This incident is framed by a thematization of the extent 
of Jamaica’s degradation by global capital. A fictive excerpt from the 
New York Times sells Jamaica as a beautiful film location, noting among 
other things that “it also has a racially mixed population of many hues 
and ethnic distinctions, which . . . includes a number of people willing 
to serve as extras.”*” The narrative then cuts to a scene where two film 
industry people scouting for locations crudely discuss the prostitution of 
Jamaica. “You can’t beat the prices. And, besides, they need the money 
... real bad. They’ll shape up .. . they have to. They’re trapped. All tied 
up by the IMF.” “Jamaicans will do anything for a buck . . . Everyone 
from the hookers to the prime minister, babe. These people are used to 
selling themselves. I don’t think they know from revolution.” 

People can only sell themselves and a state can only sell its people if 
human life is viewed through the quantitative measure of growth. The 
promise of growth is also a trap, the IMF trap where inflows of foreign 
capital through tourism are viewed as the optimal basis for Jamaican na- 
tional development. The novel’s ending is appropriately ambiguous. The 
film shooting is a trap set for the guerrillas who are killed by fire from 
Jamaican army helicopters. On the one hand, Clare is repatriated. In her 
death, she has become part of her native soil. On the other hand, the 
popular nation, personified by the guerrillas, is betrayed by the Jamaican 
state, which appears to have arranged the ambush. But more importantly, 
it is unclear whether their deaths are also recorded as part of a filmic 
retelling of the suppression of resistance in Jamaican history to give the 
film even greater realism. In the earlier conversation, one of the film 
producers boasts that he has rented soldiers from the Jamaican army 
complete with helicopters. The narrative therefore dramatizes the snuffing 
out of revolutionary consciousness by the material world of comparison. 

The more sobering point, however, is this: even if a revolution is suc- 
cessful, successful government would require increasing resources and 
enhancing means so as to best satisfy the needs and interests of the 
population. The quantification of human life would necessarily inform 
and shape the values and principles of actors pursuing the common 
good. We remain part of the material world of comparison insofar as 
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calculations concerning resources, means, and capabilities cannot be 
absolute. They are always relative and competitive, always a matter of 
more or less in comparison to whom. 

The implications for rethinking comparison are several. First, the fact 
that power is not primarily directed at consciousness but works through 
infrastructural comparison and political technologies that shape the mi- 
lieu affecting populations in order to craft bodies and material interests 
severely qualifies the preoccupations of an ethics of comparison. Such an 
ethics attempts to rectify the exclusion of the other through repressive 
discursive representations that distort and reinforce qualitative differ- 
ences. There are undoubtedly instances of Orientalist stereotyping in 
economic processes, for example, to justify the exploitation of cheap 
overseas labor or the mistreatment of migrant workers. There are also 
discriminatory practices targeting minority groups within populations 
that should be resisted. But the current emphasis on repatriating jobs 
and creating new ones in the North Atlantic in times of economic dis- 
tress indicates that power’s primary focus is to incorporate bodies and 
enhance the population by accommodating the needs and interests of its 
members. The competition between populations is a dynamic internal to 
the quantification of life. Even though it produces and reinforces effects 
of domination, the original impetus of the quantification of life is not 
the will to dominate others but the inclusion of others. The reduction of 
human beings to the same lowest common denominator of basic needs 
and interests that are calculable makes us all intrinsically interconnected 
because it facilitates the formation of tighter and, in principle, optimal 
relations of mutual advantage. Accordingly, free trade is seen as friendly 
competition and all developing countries want friendly inflows of foreign 
capital. Just as Marx inverted Hegel and argued that the various shapes of 
spirit were epiphenomena of a material infrastructure, just as he argued 
that world literature is generated from a material world of production, I 
am suggesting that the figures of comparison that preoccupy humanities 
scholars today and the current reinvigoration of comparative intellectual 
activity are the epiphenomena of infrastructural processes of comparison 
premised on the quantification of life. An ethics of comparison is too 
easily integrated into this infrastructure as a form of cultural capital that 
bespeaks the intellectual superiority of national academic institutions 
capable of cultivating such an ethics. 

Second, it would be sentimental and nostalgic to counter this mate- 
rial world of comparison by lamenting the degradation of the human 
spirit by calculation and quantification and calling for a reaffirmation of 
humanity and its rights, or better yet, to make claims on behalf of both 
a degraded humanity and its excluded others. The Frankfurt School’s 
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critique of instrumental reason also contained a critique of quantifica- 
tion.“ But because it remained within a Marxist framework of alienation 
and preserved the priority of human critical consciousness, it foreclosed 
the fact that humanity itself and all its capacities, needs, and interests are 
produced by these calculative technologies. This means that all claims in 
the name of humanity are necessarily imbricated in and circumscribed 
by these technologies. For example, much is made of the importance 
of education in fostering socially responsible and humane development. 
But in the final analysis, education is about the enhancement of human 
capital so that a given country can be comparatively stronger than others 
in this most valuable of resources. 

Third, one vocational task of literature in this world of comparison 
is to provide an aesthetic-cognitive mapping of how the mechanisms 
and technologies of infrastructural comparison work in specific loca- 
tions and their negative, coercive effects. But literature is also part of 
the postindustrial comparison machine, which conjures up new forms 
of comparison where cultural production is indispensable. To take the 
most obvious example, in the endless search for new opportunities in 
global markets, there is intense competition among cities outside the top 
tier of global cities (New York, London, and Tokyo) to join the ranks of 
the second tier in order to be better equipped to attract transnational 
capital and gradually ascend the international division of labor. Culture 
is an important variable in ranking global cities. A city with a vibrant 
cosmopolitan culture and built environment that can serve as symbolic 
markers of global city status is more attractive to foreign talent. Aspiring 
global cities around the world have organized culture festivals, film fes- 
tivals, art biennales, and literature festivals to demonstrate the presence 
of a critical mass of cultural capital. Committed literature can outline 
the limits of the world of comparison and point to a world to come. But 
like the ethics of comparison, it is also implicated in the processes of 
infrastructural comparison. 
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CHAPTER TEN 


Chomsky’s Golden Rule: 
Comparison and Cosmopolitanism 


Bruce Robbins 


OAM CHOMSKY, ARGUABLY THE MOST cosmopolitan of American 

intellectuals, is also a conspicuous practitioner of comparison. 

This is natural enough, for comparison is often associated with 
cosmopolitanism and indeed is sometimes taken as its signature operation. 
For some critics, this is a decisive argument against both. In demanding 
an ever-increasing inclusiveness, cosmopolitanism is held to produce the 
illusory spectacle of the world as a whole. This spectacle was and is a 
product of imperialist violence, so the argument goes, and that violence 
is repeated in the everyday act of comparison. Comparison presupposes 
common norms; common norms, which by definition impose sameness 
on difference, presuppose a view from outside or above; the view from 
outside or above presupposes that the viewer is a holder of power. Thus 
both comparison and cosmopolitanism can be assimilated to capitalist 
globalization, which is understood to rule by reducing difference to 
homogeneity.' 

It is no surprise to find this line of argument popular within literary 
studies, where it of course repeats the discipline’s self-defining reverence 
for the unique, the particular, and the incomparable while making it 
seem that the discipline itself is anti-imperialist by its very nature. By 
the same token, however, there is a certain interest in following out the 
relations between cosmopolitanism and comparison in Chomsky, who 
is second to none (not even the literary left) in his denunciations of 
imperialism, yet who could not be less “literary” either in his writing 
or in his philosophical premises. That is the task of the present essay. 


“The average life expectancy of a species,” Chomsky writes on the 
first page of his book Hegemony or Survival, “is about 100,000 years.” 
With the help of evolutionary biology, which routinely counts in units 
of hundreds of thousands of years, Chomsky sets himself up to take a 
very long view of “America’s quest for global dominance”—that’s the 
book’s subtitle—and of everything else.” One page later, as if the biolo- 
gist’s perspective were not distant enough, Chomsky evokes humanity’s 
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capacity for self-destruction by adopting an even more distant viewpoint: 
that of “a hypothetical extraterrestrial observer.” 

It does not seem accidental that Chomsky should appeal in this way 
to a “hypothetical extraterrestrial observer.” In a sense, the extraterres- 
trial observer is his tutelary spirit. Chomsky has arguably become the 
most famous and most cosmopolitan public intellectual in the United 
States in large part because his viewpoint so successfully mimics that of 
a visitor to Earth from outer space. When we read him, whether we are 
Americans or not, we feel at least momentarily as if we ourselves were 
aliens, spectators looking down from a great height on the bad behavior 
of our fellow earthlings. This alienness gives a distinctive kind of rhetori- 
cal pleasure, and it has a distinctive kind of political force. The pleasure 
and the force come together to define Chomsky’s distinctive version 
of cosmopolitanism, which allows readers not only to take a giant step 
backward from the United States’ assumptions about the essential right- 
ness of its habitual ways of thinking, but also to enjoy the experience. I 
insist on the enjoyment because cosmopolitanism is so often represented 
as aridly intellectual, abstract, and detached, empty of such potentially 
compromising creaturely delights. And I insist on the rhetoric because 
as I will propose, it is his rhetoric that allows us to see where, politically 
speaking, Chomsky belongs. 

It needs to be stressed that the hypothetical extraterrestrial observer 
is indeed a rhetorical figure. Such figures are not easy to spot in Chom- 
sky. His writing is unusually bare of metaphor, wordplay, tonal variety. 
If he has a rhetorical signature, it is perhaps the refusal of any and all 
rhetorical eccentricity or creativity. He seems to compose as if expect- 
ing at any minute to be stopped in order to be translated and as if any 
stylistic embellishment on his part could only be expected to get in the 
way of that process. Both expectations are entirely reasonable. As Franco 
Moretti has noted, the narrator’s voice is the element of literary structure 
that is most anchored in its locality. As opposed to plots and character 
types, which are readily borrowed, voice has much more trouble crossing 
national and linguistic borders. Chomsky’s prose, on the other hand, is 
remarkably efficient at crossing borders. Hegemony or Survival has already 
been translated into forty-six languages. In this sense too, Chomsky must 
be considered a cosmopolitan. By offering a minimum of resistance to 
translation, his prose makes a visible effort to approach as closely as 
possible to extraterrestrial universality, to be as little marked as possible 
by the accidents of his birth in a particular nation and his being raised 
in a particular language. 

If Chomsky is trying to be transparent and universal, it follows that in 
attributing rhetoric to him, I will appear to be arguing with him—argu- 
ing at least with his implicit claim to be a universalist or cosmopolitan in 
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the strongest sense. Rhetoric, as I understand it, is an inevitable sign of 
partiality or belonging. To be shown to be using rhetoric undercuts the 
cosmopolitan’s claim to exist in a state of pure extraterrestriality or de- 
tachment. This argument does not count as a crippling critique, however, 
if one believes, as I do, that there is no such thing as cosmopolitanism 
in the strongest sense—that all cosmopolitanism involves some mode or 
degree of belonging, however minimal or reluctant. But if the critique 
is not damning, neither is it trivial. If no cosmopolitanism is pure, this 
doesn’t mean that all cosmopolitanisms are equal. My purpose here is 
the delicate one of beginning to distinguish among unequal cosmopoli- 
tanisms, searching for significant differences in their ways of inhabiting 
the paradoxical condition of detachment and belonging, and ways of 
judging those differences. 


Rhetorically speaking, the key component in Chomsky’s cosmopolitan 
voice is the act of comparing, or, more precisely, an unrestricted, uninhib- 
ited practice of comparing. Chomsky draws comparisons without concern 
for anyone’s tender sensibilities, especially not those of his compatriots. 
To make one’s country and countrymen freely available for comparison 
seems to be, for him, the fundamental moral gesture. Though the fol- 
lowing is as he says a “moral truism,” it is nonetheless a useful one: “The 
standards we apply to others we must apply to ourselves.” The slogan 
sounds a lot like the Golden Rule, and that is no doubt one reason why 
it travels so well. At any rate, Chomsky has gotten a lot of mileage out of 
it. Consider how often he makes the same exact move in his comments 
in January 2009 about the Israeli invasion of Gaza, which was then in 
process, and the heavy civilian casualties it was inflicting. When an Israeli 
journalist speaks of “the price the inhabitants [of Gaza] will have to pay” 
in order for Israel to achieve order and security, Chomsky sarcastically 
inserts the statement into an unpleasant series of analogies: “The problem 
has been familiar to Americans in South Vietnam, Russians in Afghani- 
stan, Germans in occupied Europe, and other aggressors.” (Sarcasm is 
one rhetorical mode that, perhaps because it is relatively unambiguous, 
seems to translate pretty well.) Again: “Times columnist Thomas Fried- 
man explained that Israel’s tactics both in the current attack, as in its 
invasion of Lebanon in 2006, are based on the sound principle of ‘trying 
to “educate” Hamas, by inflicting a heavy death toll on Hamas militants 
and heavy pain on the Gaza population.’ That makes sense on pragmatic 
grounds,” Chomsky notes drily. “And by similar logic, bin Laden’s effort 
to ‘educate’ Americans on 9/11 was highly praiseworthy, as were the Nazi 
attacks on Lidice and Oradour, Putin’s destruction of Grozny, and other 
notable attempts at educational exercises.” That which we criticize in 
others we must also remember to criticize in ourselves and our allies. If 


194 COMPARISON IN THE WORLD 


we disapprove of the attacks of 9/11 or the Nazi massacre of civilians in 
retaliation for acts of resistance, we must also disapprove of the Israeli 
devastation of Gaza. We cannot assume that the United States and its 
most reliable ally are somehow magically protected from the judgments 
that are routinely brought to bear upon nonallies—Russia bombing 
the population of Grozny, al-Qaeda flying planes into the World Trade 
Center, or whatever. 

Thomas Friedman is an easy target, yet he takes for granted nothing 
more than what most of us take for granted most of the time: that it is 
as natural and normal to root for our country as to root for our team, 
that where national belonging is concerned, it is natural and normal to 
apply a double standard. It’s this simple, shockingly pervasive assumption 
that Chomsky quietly withdraws. And with that foundational premise 
gone, various ideological edifices crumble. Comparison liberated from 
this premise—an unshackled, free-range comparison that almost looks 
like a different species from the domesticated variety we thought we 
knew—is the hero of Chomsky’s cosmopolitanism. 

Following his vigorous version of the Golden Rule, Chomsky special- 
izes in asking whether the United States has done unto others what it 
would like done unto it. He compares the actions of the United States 
with the actions of other countries, especially those of whom the U.S. 
government and media express their strongest disapproval, so as to make 
the point that the United States itself has been either as bad or worse. 
For example: “the US itself is a leading terrorist state.”” Or: “the US, in 
fact, is one of the most extreme religious fundamentalist cultures in the 
world.” Apropos of the U.S. “drug war” in Colombia, he writes: “Imagine 
the reaction to a proposal that Colombia or China should undertake fu- 
migation programs in North Carolina to destroy government-subsidized 
crops used for more lethal products.” Bush’s policy of “anticipatory self- 
defense” in Iraq resembled the Japanese policy at Pearl Harbor." And 
so on. These are all great lines. One would like to see more students 
trained to feel their force and sent out into the world prepared to deliver 
lines like them. Hearing calls to boycott the 2008 Beijing Olympics in 
the name of Tibet, I naturally asked myself what Chomsky would say. 
Why didn’t the U.S. media see fit to add, I thought, that if the Olympics 
had been happening in an American city, the war in Iraq would offer 
much stronger moral grounds than Tibet for Americans to boycott a 
U.S.-based Olympics? 

Chomsky clearly goes well beyond the now-customary celebrations of 
cosmopolitanism as diversity. If some of the celebrants have forgotten 
to ask whether cosmopolitanism helps persuade Americans to adopt 
a relation to the rest of the world that would make them less likely 
to bomb, invade, occupy, or otherwise mistreat the rest of the world, 
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Chomsky has clearly not forgotten. His voice demonstrates the moral 
power of rising above loyalty to one’s homeland, tearing free of its pe- 
culiar cultural assumptions, and looking at it with an alien’s eye. At the 
same time, however, this is not cosmopolitanism in a pure or absolute 
sense. (Here my argument makes a turn.) It is not a view from nowhere. 
True, Chomsky blames the United States as if he did not belong in any 
way to the United States, and as if his readers didn’t either. When we 
Americans read Chomsky, we feel at least momentarily as if we ourselves 
were extraterrestrials, looking down on the misconduct of others. It’s 
not our misconduct; we’re from another solar system. Reading him is 
pleasurable the way certain works of science fiction are. We are visitors 
from another world, taking in the bizarre customs. We are confident at 
every instant that they are not our customs. Yet on second thought it is 
strange that we are so confident, because if we are Americans, they are 
our customs, at least in a sense of “our” that remains to be specified." 
Chomsky’s practice of comparison tries hard to escape the constraint 
of national belonging. But that constraint reasserts itself, so to speak, 
negatively. The United States is criticized in almost all of Chomsky’s 
comparisons. But that makes it the one fixed point of those comparisons. 
In other words, Chomsky puts the United States at the center of virtually 
all his judgments. It occupies a negative, devalued, nonhonorific center, 
but a center nonetheless. This means that other things are, as the saying 
goes, marginalized or excluded. The one consistent principle that is fol- 
lowed in his commentaries is that what the United States has done or is 
doing is wrong. No other principle gets more than the briefest recogni- 
tion. Though Chomsky sounds like a universalist, his practice of national 
self-blaming is not in fact universalistic, therefore, unless you are ready 
to count the presumptive guilt of the United States in every case under 
discussion as an example of universalism. Chomsky will compare an ac- 
tion by the United States (say, the claim to “humanitarian intervention” 
in the 1990s) with an action by another nation (say, the interventions of 
India in Bangladesh in 1971 or of Vietnam in Cambodia in 1978). He 
will ask, quite rightly, why the latter did not get described by the so-called 
international community as humanitarian interventions, though each 
might be said to have stopped a genocide. But Chomsky does not stop 
and ask whether the actions of the Indian and Vietnamese governments 
were actually worthy of approval or not. What were their motives? Were 
they acting in a more disinterested way than the United States? Does 
he approve the principle that intervention is acceptable if it does stop a 
genocide? If so, he might be obliged to praise the United States if and 
when (perhaps in the former Yugoslavia) it could be established that it 
did just that. But if not, then he would be obliged to be critical of the 
Indian and Vietnamese governments and their excuses for intervention. 
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It would seem that he backs off from such criticisms on the grounds that 
he is not himself Indian or Vietnamese. In other words, here we seem 
to be in the presence of a double standard based on national identity or 
location—not universalism at all, but nationalism in reverse.'* 

As someone committed to universal rational principles and the rhetoric 
of the Golden Rule, Chomsky might be expected to reject any hint of a 
double standard. The fact that he doesn’t do so, that he is so reluctant 
to consider, say, the opinion of an Indian citizen about the Indian gov- 
ernment or the opinion of a Vietnamese citizen about the Vietnamese 
government, or for that matter the opinion of a Cambodian citizen who 
was perhaps saved by the intervention of the Vietnamese government 
(you see how this could go on), the fact that no perspectives matter 
except perspectives about America, as long as they are wholly critical, is 
the negative sign of a concealed, disavowed Americanness.” It indicates 
that Chomsky’s cosmopolitanism is not after all extraterrestrial, but very 
American. 

What difference does it make if we recognize that Chomsky’s cosmo- 
politanism is, in its way, an imperfect, local, Americanocentric cosmopoli- 
tanism? My own view, briefly stated, is that there are plenty of things for 
which one can properly condemn Chomsky, but one can’t condemn him 
simply for being a partial or imperfect cosmopolitan. Partial, imperfect 
cosmopolitans are the only cosmopolitans. A full, absolute, genuinely ex- 
traterrestrial cosmopolitanism doesn’t exist. There is no cosmopolitanism 
without some degree or mode of belonging, even if that belonging takes 
the negative form of shame rather than the positive form of pride. All 
cosmopolitanism is really “local” or “rooted” or “discrepant,” “patriotic” 
or “vernacular” or “actually existing.” Therefore all cosmopolitanism is 
more or less paradoxical. The question is, what follows?'* What is the 
next step? If there is no clean escape from the cosmopolitan paradox, 
are there at least significantly different ways of inhabiting it? 

In moving toward an answer to this question, it needs to be said first of 
all that Chomsky’s negative but intensely possessive mode of belonging 
to America has certain political disadvantages. One disadvantage is that 
it makes the rest of the American Left disappear. It’s as if he were say- 
ing: there can be only one alien, and that alien is me.” Michael Bérubé 
has described this heroically self-isolating pose in a Melvillean phrase: “I 
only am escaped from America to tell thee.” This pose is not helpful, 
for example, for those interested in encouraging solidarity or building 
movements. A further and related disadvantage is the series of lapses of 
political judgment and instances of badly misplaced solidarity into which 
Chomsky’s anti-Americanism has led him. One famous example is his 
defense of Pol Pot. When the official American discourse was calling 
Pol Pot a mass murderer, Chomsky compared the Khmer Rouge with 
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the French Resistance to the Nazis. (It’s this that he’s trying to conceal, 
I think, with his faint praise of the Vietnamese intervention to stop the 
Cambodian genocide—he himself was very late in recognizing that a 
genocide had happened.) Another example is his de facto denial of the 
Serbian ethnic cleansing of Bosnia and Kosovo and his opposition to any 
supranational intervention to stop it. Slobodan Milosevic may have been 
a thug, but so was the United States. What could possibly legitimate the 
intervention of one thug against another? It’s a fair question, but not 
an unanswerable one. The answer is: when one of them is at the mo- 
ment in the act of committing genocide. Attacking Milosevic’s attackers 
at that moment had the practical effect of defending both Milosevic 
and genocide. 

Chomsky’s objection could have been raised against efforts to save the 
Jews of Europe from the Nazis, had the Allies made any such efforts. This 
objection could also have been raised against United Nations efforts to 
stop the Rwandan genocide, had the Clinton administration permitted 
the United Nations to act or even to use the G-word. Political action is 
rarely carried out by the saintly. There is something both irresponsible 
and extraterrestrial, therefore, about Chomsky’s suggestion that he has 
decided the issue when he declares to all that the United States is a 
sinner, and at least as great a sinner as any other nation. What the U.S. 
government thinks or does can’t be enough to decide anyone’s political 
judgments or solidarities, whether positively or negatively. This point also 
applies to those occasions when anyone is tempted to assert that colo- 
nialism necessarily remains the sole or prime causal factor in each and 
every instance of human suffering and injustice in the former colonies." 
It is possible to recognize the living legacy of colonialism without being 
quite so provincial, so negatively narcissistic about “the West.” Negative 
narcissism is still narcissism. 


The moral to be drawn here might appear to be: do as Chomsky says, 
not what he does. Apply the same standards to every nation, whether the 
United States happens to like or hate that nation. On second thought, 
however, it seems possible that this is not the proper moral after all. Do 
we believe it is in fact right to apply standards equally to all? The ques- 
tion arises in Walter Benn Michaels’ book The Trouble with Diversity.’ It is 
strange to note that though their political purposes could not be more 
opposed, Michaels in fact adopts a rhetoric of comparison that closely 
resembles Chomsky’s. 

In his brief against identity politics, Michaels rather cleverly compares 
American political theorist Samuel Huntington with the Aymara Indians 
of Bolivia. The demand of indigenous peoples that their endangered 
cultures be protected from the assimilatory pressures of modernization, 
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Michaels says, is precisely the same demand that Huntington makes when 
he opposes the cultural and linguistic influence of Hispanic immigrants in 
order to preserve and defend a distinct American, Anglophone identity. 
The comparison seems perfect: “What Huntington wants for Americans 
is what . . . the Aymara Indians want for themselves: to preserve their 
(and our) identities” (TD 148-49). Here Michaels applies precisely the 
same standard to the United States as to the Aymara Indians. I have no 
problem with embarrassing Huntington by comparing his own cultural 
conservatism to the identity politics he despises. Why then do I feel that 
this rhetoric is less egalitarian than it seems? 

The reason for unease becomes clearer when Michaels follows his 
argument up and away into the imaginative (and equally Chomskyean) 
domain of the counterfactual—a flight of imagination that is demanded, 
of course, by the Golden Rule itself. Let us “imagine ourselves,” Michaels 
tells his fellow Americans, “on the losing side of globalization. Imagine 
the United States fifty years from now—we’re so poor that China and 
India are outsourcing production to the desperate and hence very hard- 
working masses of Michigan and Ohio” ( TD 162). This fantasy turns into 
an argument against Americans hanging on to English: “If we don’t learn 
Hindi, we won’t even be able to get the call center jobs that would keep 
us out of the sweatshops, where all our friends who just speak English 
work twelve hours a day making athletic shoes to be worn by Asians .. . 
So when the United States is going to become the place jobs are out- 
sourced to, I want to be able to speak Hindi or at least make sure that 
my children do. In a world where economic opportunity depends on 
the ability to speak Hindi, why would I want them to keep on speaking 
English?” (TD 164-65). 

Michaels calls this the “final twist,” but it is not where the argument 
actually ends up. As the counterfactual fades and we return to the 
world where Americans are on the winning rather than the losing side 
of globalization and where English is not threatened with imminent 
extinction, the point of the argument once again becomes the irratio- 
nality of globalization’s losers, who really are faced with the loss of their 
language and culture and who insist, against the manifest imperative 
of “economic opportunity,” on wanting to preserve both. All of this jeu 
d'esprit comes back to the aim of discrediting the Aymara Indians. And 
the discrediting is accomplished by none other than Chomsky’s Golden 
Rule. Look, Michaels says, Im applying the same standard to myself that 
I apply to others. Jam willing to give up my language in exchange for 
further economic opportunity. So why shouldn’t they? As a reward for 
my magnanimity, I win the right to say that the third world in general 
and indigenous peoples in particular must accept whatever deal global 
capital offers them, even if it means surrendering their languages and 
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cultures. That’s what I would do if I were in their place. You’ve just seen 
me put myself in their place. 

The problem here is not whether the standard is applied equally and 
reciprocally. The problem is the standard itself. Whose standard is it? 
For Michaels, the standard appears to be: successful adaptation to global 
capitalism. This standard assumes an American self that travels light, 
always remaining itself no matter what it has to jettison. This makes a 
certain sense (less than Michaels assumes, but that isn’t the point here) 
from the perspective of those who have gotten a relatively good deal from 
global capitalism. It makes much less sense if, as for the Aymara, jettison- 
ing things like culture and language means that one would no longer be 
oneself. It’s not that economic well-being is irrelevant to the Aymara. On 
the contrary. No moderately interested observer of indigenous struggles 
to preserve their languages and cultures could miss the fact that language 
and culture are not merely tokens of identity to be preserved for their own 
sake; they are also means to an economic end. In the nations and situa- 
tions where peoples like the Aymara live, securing the right to practice 
one’s language and culture belongs to the larger economic and political 
enterprise, the effort to seize control over lands, territories, and resources 
that are at present controlled or severely threatened by foreigners, in- 
cluding multinational corporations. Michaels’s solution for the Aymara 
and other indigenous peoples, conveyed by the call-center analogy, is 
to submit to the multinationals, exchanging their native languages for 
“economic opportunity.” He does not seem capable of imagining that 
one might actually contest the claims of the multinationals rather than 
submitting to them. Nor does he notice that preserving native languages 
might be a strategy for contesting those claims. 

The results of the comparison will of course depend on the standard 
applied. Michaels’s standard of successful adaptation to global capital- 
ism, along with the streamlined self it implies, manifestly pushes the 
comparison in a different direction than it might have gone had the 
standard been, say, “economic well-being.” The latter might conceivably 
be embraced by the Aymara themselves. The former probably would 
not. If the standard of comparison demands a free, presocial individual, 
imagined to remain itself no matter how much of its cultural and lin- 
guistic baggage it throws overboard, then the Aymara are clearly placed 
at a disadvantage from the outset. Applying that standard allows North 
Americans who are willing to give up their language to look better and 
ensures that the Aymara will look worse. Michaels is perfectly willing to 
apply the same standard to himself that he applies to the Aymara. But 
it’s his standard, not theirs, and thus the comparison plays to his advan- 
tage. The same point might be made about Chomsky’s Golden Rule. 
He wants the same standards applied to United States citizens that we 
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apply to others. But he has no means of objecting to standards as long 
as they are applied to us as well, even if the standards themselves favor 
us, thus winning comparative advantage for us if and when we do apply 
them both to ourselves and to others. 

The reader may already have been speculating about one inequality 
buried within Chomsky’s version of the Golden Rule: the inequality of 
power between the parties compared. (Indeed, it is that inequality, pro- 
visionally removed by means of Michaels’s counterfactual, that proves 
decisive once it is brought back in.) But this inequality seems to work in 
Chomsky’s defense. If he has deviated from true universality by always 
putting the United States at the center, it might be argued that the United 
States belongs at the center, precisely because it has so much power. The 
Unites States is, after all, not merely a power but a superpower, and as 
such it tilts the playing field between nations in its own favor. You can- 
not judge a small, relatively powerless country by the same standards. 
Chomsky’s practice, which deviates from his Golden Rule, is ethically 
superior to the Golden Rule. 

This comes very close to what Chomsky himself argues when accused 
of falling away from a universal standard, though he presents his posi- 
tion in terms of another moral universal. “The most elementary moral 
principles,” he writes, “would lead to ‘playing up’ the crimes of domestic 
origin in comparison to those of official enemies, that is, “playing up’ 
the crimes that one can do something about, "9 Principles are relative to 
responsibility, which is itself relative to proximity. We have more respon- 
sibility to criticize that misconduct which lies closest to hand, which we 
are most causally involved in and/or which we can most easily have an 
effect on. In this sense, pure universalism would be a moral and political 
error. Comparisons must, after all, be selective.” As Chomsky says, this 
does seem to be an elementary moral principle. It was the indispensable 
response, for example, during the recent massacre of civilians in Gaza 
when Zionists demanded that American critics of Israel spend equal 
time criticizing Hamas. No doubt Hamas had things to answer for. But 
we Americans, and especially we American Jews, were ethically obliged to 
spend greater critical energy on the evils supported by our government 
and committed in our name. 

Still, there is an issue here, that of the relation between cosmopolitan- 
ism and power. Chomsky’s version of the Golden Rule—“the standards 
we apply to others we must apply to ourselves”—is so successfully cos- 
mopolitan because it does not seem to represent any one nation at the 
expense of any other, and thus seems to rise above the power alignments 
and power imbalances that otherwise structure the world of nations. As 
we have seen, however, it never completely separates itself from power; 
even Chomsky’s self-defense (the need to “play up” the crimes of one’s 
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own nation) assumes a greater power to affect the crimes of one’s own 
nation. It assumes, in other words, that the American cosmopolitan 
possesses a certain power. This point could be made cynically: look, one 
might say, even the rhetorical figure of the extraterrestrial assumes a de- 
gree of power that needs to be spelled out. Like Steven Spielberg’s E.T., 
who could make bicycles fly and perform other neat tricks, Chomsky’s 
extraterrestrial would also have to possess superhuman powers merely in 
order to have arrived on earth in the first place. Those powers may go 
unmentioned, but they must be part of what the figure actually means 
to us. One might argue that in this respect, too, the alien is secretly 
American. But the point is not merely that Chomsky should confess to 
the powers he secretly possesses by virtue of being an American citizen. 
That could be said, and most often is said, as if the only proper position 
were to be powerless. It’s that position, a position that I associate rightly or 
wrongly with his anarchism and with the more pervasive antistatism of 
our historical moment, that I’m arguing against here. 

I illustrate from the 2007 book On Suicide Bombing by the anthropolo- 
gist Talal Asad. Asad notes that so-called “legitimate violence exercised in 
and by the modern progressive state—including the liberal democratic 
state—possesses a peculiar character that is absent in terrorist violence 
(absent not because of the latter’s virtue but because of the former’s 
capability).”*! The usual criteria of virtue have been suspended here 
and replaced by criteria of capability. It’s not that terrorist violence is 
virtuous; it’s merely that it has less capability to harm than the violence 
of the state. True enough. Yet the implication here seems to be that the 
lack of the capability to harm becomes, if not virtue itself, then a new 
functional substitute for virtue, the basis for a new ethics. This new eth- 
ics is antinormative because it is assumed that ethical norms have been 
put in place by the powerful, those who do have the capability to harm. 
It is anticosmopolitan because the perception that your very survival is 
threatened—the ultimate degree of powerlessness—justifies, following 
the logic of Carl Schmitt, an absolute embrace of your nation in defiance 
of all cosmopolitan universals. And, by the same token, it dispenses you 
from making moral judgments. 

Chomsky specializes in making moral judgments, of course, yet there 
is a striking overlap between Chomsky and Asad nonetheless. They share 
a kind of extraterrestriality—an internationalism of the putatively power- 
less. I elaborate on this point in my conclusion. 

Though Chomsky is best known in the humanities as a Golden Rule 
universalist, whether because of his belief in a biologically based human 
nature or his famous 1971 debate with Michel Foucault, he often insists 
on the contamination of supposedly universal standards by unequal 
power.” He has been extremely critical of the selectivity of human 
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rights—so much so as to be taken by some as a simple opponent of 
human rights.” In Hegemony or Survival, ethical norms are presented as 
merely the random ideology of the latest crop of thugs.** In the debate 
with Foucault, similarly, Chomsky notes that “international law is, in 
many respects, the instrument of the powerful; it is a creation of states 
and their representatives . . . It’s simply an instrument of the powerful 
to retain their power.” Then he adds, however, that “international law 
is not solely of that kind. And in fact there are interesting elements of 
international law, for example, embedded in the Nuremberg principles 
and the United Nations Charter, which permit, in fact, I believe, require 
the citizen to act against his own state in ways which the state will falsely 
regard as criminal.” His impulse is to suggest that while much inter- 
national law, like all domestic law, is a creation of the state, some inter- 
national law is not, and it’s the part of the law that is not produced by 
the state that’s valid. Here we see Chomsky’s anarchism, his assumption 
that whatever is created by states is invalid and must be resisted. (The 
epigraph to Chomsky’s For Reasons of State is from Bakunin: “The State 
is the organized authority, domination, and power of the possessing 
classes over the masses.”) It is this anarchist assumption that seems to 
underlie his rhetorical opportunism about humanitarian intervention 
to stop genocide.” He cannot come out and say that what the govern- 
ments of Vietnam and India did to stop genocide should indeed count 
as humanitarian intervention, because to admit this would be to endorse 
the action of a state. States are always bad guys, except perhaps when 
they are in the act of resisting the United States.” 

Yet the state is precisely what Chomsky does partially endorse—what he 
can’t keep himself from endorsing, I want to say—when he talks about 
the law. When he’s talking about law in general, it’s clear that domestic 
law too has ethical validity in his eyes: “To a very large extent existing 
law represents certain human values, which are decent human values: 
and existing law, correctly interpreted, permits much of what the state 
commands you not to do.” The same is of course also true about the 
parts of international law that he likes: they too are largely if not entirely 
produced by “states and their representatives.” Chomsky cannot sustain 
his anarchism if he is also going to be a cosmopolitan; he cannot be a 
cosmopolitan without the state, and the state’s power. That power is 
also his power. Let me put this another way. Here Chomsky is accept- 
ing implicitly a series of principles that he absolutely refuses to accept 
explicitly. First, the principle that cosmopolitan standards he considers 
valid are produced in part by the power of states, whose authority he 
rejects. Second, and by extension, the principle that the cosmopolitan 
standards he considers valid are invested in part with the power of states. 
Third and more simply, the principle that cosmopolitanism is invested 
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with power. Finally and most simply, the principle that having power 
is a good thing—a good thing for cosmopolitanism, and a good thing 
for anyone who wants not just to interpret the world, but to change it. 

These principles flesh out Chomsky’s self-defense against the charge of 
selectivity in his comparisons. The states we inhabit are agents over which 
we can have a certain leverage. In that sense they are proper objects of 
selective or disproportionate criticism. But they do not merely deserve 
unequal treatment because they are near at hand, causes of an evil for 
which we are responsible. This criticism is also merited because they are 
agents on which we can have an effect. As an anarchist, Chomsky may 
only want to say that the state can be resisted. But once he opens the door 
to the possibility of successful resistance, he can’t block the possibility 
of pushing the state to do things he believes in, as it has already done 
in passing the laws of which he expressly approves. Indeed, he cannot 
consistently deny that the state has already done things he would have 
liked it to do. That might mean desegregating the Alabama schools (in 
Alabama in the 1950s and 1960s, the local meant racism, and the federal 
government was fighting racism). Or it might mean stopping a genocide, 
as Chomsky almost concedes the Indian and Vietnamese states did. 

In a sense, I am only illustrating here the abstract theoretical point 
already made. All cosmopolitanism is paradoxical or imperfect in the 
sense that it involves belonging as well as detachment. Cosmopolitanism 
and belonging to a nation-state are not always and everywhere antithetical 
to one another. Usable power is, as it were, the good side of the imper- 
fectness of Chomsky’s extraterrestrial detachment, the hidden benefit 
in a disavowed belonging, a disavowed partiality. The point seems worth 
insisting on because it undermines Chomsky’s anarchism and because 
anarchism is such a large if only implicit impulse in contemporary celebra- 
tions of a supposedly postnational condition. We cosmopolitan humanists 
do not like to acknowledge that we belong, in the strong sense, to states, 
though states, when we push them, do the work of guaranteeing human 
rights and providing welfare as well as (when we don’t stop them) mak- 
ing war and keeping out unwanted migrants. Anarchists like to think of 
themselves as free but powerless. They are neither as free as they think, 
nor as powerless. Power is not something that belongs only to the bad 
guys; it’s certainly not a way of telling who is a bad guy. A better way of 
inhabiting the cosmopolitan paradox would involve recognizing that we 
are invested with a certain power, and that despite the threat it brings 
to our ideal impartiality, we wouldn’t mind having more of it.” 


I want to conclude by returning to the practice of comparison as seen 
against a troubling background of unequal power. It is of course true 
that the scale of power matters. Talal Asad’s point was made and remade 
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during the Israeli invasion of Gaza. It is grotesque to assume that a few 
rockets aimed at Israeli civilians by Hamas, however wrongly, can be 
properly met with the wholesale slaughter inflicted on the Palestinian 
inhabitants.” Any norm that justifies the latter by equating or “balanc- 
ing” the two, as mainstream American discourse has repeatedly done, 
deserves to be treated as worthless. But many of us in the humanities 
generalize this position (mistakenly, in my view), preferring, like Asad, to 
place ourselves outside norms, thereby evading the supposed arrogance 
of “speaking for humanity.” 

In her recent book Frames of War, Judith Butler counsels Asad to reject 
this move. She first makes the Foucaultian point that normativity is indeed 
interfered with by “the differential of power.”*! The category of “the hu- 
man,” she warns, is already normative in a way that tilts the comparison 
in favor of some and against others. So yes, “speaking for humanity” is 
a problem. Yet the refusal to do so is also a problem. When Asad offers 
an anthropological “understanding” of suicide bombing in place of, and 
as opposed to, any normative judgment, one might say that he presents 
himself as a sort of extraterrestrial, looking on with complete detach- 
ment from the urgencies of judgment that mere humans feel obliged to 
respond to.” By this account scholarship itself would be a cosmopolitan 
space in the extraterrestrial sense: ethically speaking, it would be a space 
of perfect nonbelonging. 

This danger is most acute for anyone who depends on a politics of 
comparison. One who criticizes another nation typically compares that 
nation with her own but leaves her own nation out of bounds, safely 
unscrutinized. It’s this nationalist habit, particularly obnoxious in the 
United States, that Chomsky so vibrantly exposes and demolishes. He 
makes the unmarked term visible again. Yet the same thing can happen 
when one compares two other nations or situations, and in that case the 
risk is that the third term, the comparer himself, will become ethically 
invisible. It’s this risk that I think Butler is revealing to Asad, and her 
warning seems relevant to Chomsky as well. 

In the case of the Khmer Rouge, one of the statements that got Chom- 
sky into trouble was an act of comparison between the outrage expressed 
in the West against Pol Pot and the relative silence that greeted the 
simultaneous and extremely bloody Indonesian invasion of East Timor 
in December 1975, which was backed by the United States. “In the case 
of Cambodia reported atrocities have not only been eagerly seized on 
by the Western media but also embellished by substantial fabrications,” 
Chomsky wrote. “The case of Timor is radically different. The media 
have shown no interest in examining the atrocities of the Indonesian 
invaders, even though in absolute numbers they are on the same scale "7" 
Chomsky’s defender Milan Rai comments that the focus in this piece 
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is “on assessing the performance of the media—its handling of the evi- 
dence available at the time. The focus is not on judging the situation 
in Cambodia itself.” Rai finds it incomprehensible, then, that Chomsky 
and his cowriter Edward Herman “were harshly attacked for allegedly 
doubting the facts of the Khmer Rouge massacres.” A critic who accuses 
Chomsky of saying that the Cambodian “executions have numbered at 
most in the thousands” is reprimanded by Rai, who goes back to the 
original article. In that article we read: “Such journals as the Far Eastern 
Economic Review, the London Economist, the Melbourne Journal of Politics, 
and others elsewhere, have provided analyses by highly qualified spe- 
cialists who have studied the full range of evidence available, and who 
concluded that the executions have numbered at most in the thousands.” 
Rai concludes: “Chomsky was not presenting his conclusion ‘as based on 
the analysis of highly qualified specialists themselves’; he was presenting 
the conclusions of the specialists themselves, without comment.”** 

To pretend that you can hide behind the authorities you cite is strange 
for an anarchist, especially one who is so reluctant to attribute authority 
to experts or specialized knowledge. To hide behind the authorities is 
like hiding between the two objects of a comparison, such as Cambodia 
and East Timor: it assumes that the one who is making the comparison 
is not part of the events that are under analysis, that the speaker citing 
others need make “no comment” on what is going on. To present the 
analysis of qualified specialists without rebuttal and without comment is, 
in effect, to say those words oneself. In this case, it is to radically diminish 
the Cambodian genocide, even if only in order to prove the existence, in 
the Western media, of “an appalling double standard regarding Cambodia 
and East Timor.” Ethically speaking, Chomsky makes himself disap- 
pear—that is, he claims to be a “hypothetical extraterrestrial observer.”*® 

Butler’s point about Asad is that his extraterrestrial withdrawal from 
normative judgment is not wrong (there are good reasons to be wary 
of norms). Rather, it is weaker than it needs to be: “There is a stronger 
normative position here—a more consequential exploration of normativ- 
ity—than its author explicitly allows. ””” She repeats the comparative term 
“stronger.” She insists that there is no stepping outside the practice of 
comparison. Asad’s argument that terrorism cannot be considered apart 
from state violence depends implicitly on “a horizon of comparative judg- 
ment,” she says, and when Asad is comparative, he is also normative. He 
is normative despite his attempted refusal of normativity. This is what 
gives Asad’s argument “its rhetorical force.” Accepting that he is indeed 
speaking normatively (presumably even if this entailed making a moral 
judgment on suicide bombing) would make his argument “stronger.” 

I read Butler’s recourse to the vocabulary of force and strength as 
also, simultaneously, a way of making a theoretical point about power. I 
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take her to be saying that, however reluctantly, Asad is participating in 
shared norms and thus in the social power that those norms embody. 
He seems to prefer imagining himself as outside such norms, hence as 
powerless. But that is not the case, either for him or for Chomsky, nor 
should it be what he and Chomsky desire. Both are right to condemn 
state violence. But they are wrong to condemn the state as (sole) possessor 
of power, or—what seems to follow from it—to condemn the possession 
of power as such. State violence cannot be shielded from comparison 
with so-called terrorism, as it is by the prevailing discourse. But the 
comparison between the two, once launched, suggests that power can 
and must be fought with alternative power. A cosmopolitan theory of 
power must insist, with Foucault, that power is distributed more widely 
and unpredictably. Power is never absolute, and one can never reject 
it absolutely. Cosmopolitanism cannot go about acquiring more power 
unless it begins by admitting that it already has some power. 

As we have established, the landscape of comparison is always dis- 
torted from below by differentials of power. Yet that cannot stop us 
from practicing comparison, and practicing it both so as to expose the 
hidden normativity of certain comparisons and to find a normativity 
that will empower our own countercomparisons. Incomparability and 
incommensurability, which attempt to escape entirely from norms, 
cannot determine our goal. The aim, as Butler says, “is not to dispense 
with normativity, but to insist that normative inquiry take on a critical 
and comparative form.” This measured embrace of comparison is what 
will make our cosmopolitan arguments stronger, and our strength more 
cosmopolitan, at a time when we need both more cosmopolitanism and 
more strength. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Endings and Beginnings: 
Reimagining the Tasks and Spaces of Comparison 


Mary N. Layoun 


‘Opws "mm paotopta oov óùnva tH Béue Topa. 
Ze Eévn yAwooa n Ann pas K n ayánn paç nepvovv. 
To aryvntiakó oov aioðnpa yvoe om čévn yhwooa. 
K. TI. KaBaene, 
“Tia tov Aupóvn, nov néðave 29 etwv, ota 610” 


[But we need all of your craftsmanship now. 
Into a foreign language our sorrow and our 
love move. 
Pour your Egyptian sensibility into a foreign 
language. 
C. P. Cavafy, 
“For Ammonis, Who Died at 29 Years of Age, 
in 610” (1917)] 


Comparison is a specter precisely because it is 
a form of inhuman automatism conjured up by 
capitalism’s eternal restlessness. 

Pheng Cheah, “Grounds of Comparison” 


Comparative projects are likely to remain driven 
by particular interests, animated on the one hand 
by singular knowledge, commitments, languages, 
and on the other by the general theoretical ques- 
tions that arise when one reflects on one’s interest 
in multiple kinds of texts. 

Jonathan Culler, 
“Whither Comparative Literature?”! 


“On Comparison” and the Comparative 
in the Modern, Again 


HOUGH I’M A “PROFESSIONAL COMPARATIST’—that is, my academic 
training and paid job are located in the discipline of compara- 
tive literature in a U.S. academic institution—I’ve chosen not to 
respond to the intriguing series of questions posed by our editors with 
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another account of the disciplinary or institutional or historical aspects 
of comparison.” I’ve written elsewhere about the history and practices of 
the discipline that I inhabit, suggesting there a comparative process predi- 
cated on “relational literacy.” And as I will briefly outline below, others 
have traced with insight and scholarly care the trajectory of disciplines 
and of philosophical categories of comparison in the modern period— 
from which work I draw with appreciation. Here though, I will turn to 
two literary texts as a response not to the question of what comparison 
or disciplines have been or should be, but to one of our editors’ ques- 
tions regarding “what other methods of comparative thinking we might 
envision.” I am interested in the literary instances of the workings of the 
comparative in a 1917 poem by the Greco-Egyptian Alexandrian poet 
C. P. Cavafy, “For Ammonis, Who Died at 29 Years of Age, in 610,” and 
the Jordanian born, Iraqi-educated, Saudi-Iraqi novelist Abd al-Rahman 
Munif’s1977 novel al-Nihāyāt sLigu! (Endings).* 

In thinking about comparison, each of those literary instances is 
suggestive in its own right. Both evince a poetic understanding—if we 
understand poetic in its literal, classical Greek sense as “creative mak- 
ing”—of comparison as created in a matrix of the modern that radically 
accelerates the juxtaposition of difference both temporally and spatially. 
And something like this notion of the juxtaposition of what is different 
or “foreign” or “strange” or putatively “incomparable” and the discerning 
or distinguishing potentially provoked with and among the juxtaposition 
of those differences has long seemed to me a more productive way to 
think about comparison—in listening to, speaking with, and inhabiting 
diverse communities and a diverse world. (This is the literal meaning of 
the classical Greek concept of comparison as synkrisis—from ovyxpivw: 
to distinguish or discern [kpivw/krino]—with or among [ovv/syn]|—what 
is brought together.) 


Telling Historical and Theoretical Stories: 
“On Comparison” and on the Comparative in the Modern 


The histories, origins, and modern practices of comparison have been 
the object of much and welcome scholarly attention in recent years. A 
striking characteristic of no small part of that scholarly attention has been 
the effort to redress other accounts and practices of comparison—and of 
“the comparative” as its adjectival putting into practice—that have forgot- 
ten or ignored the nineteenth-century origins of modern comparative 
thought, that have forgotten or ignored the times and spaces beyond 
Anglo-Europe, which were constituent components of that comparatist 
positivism or universalism or imperial triumphalism.? 
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In this context, and because much of the comparative theoretical and 
historical work I cite below takes a rather more specific focus, it may 
be worth remembering that, in the broadest sense, comparison is reso- 
lutely situated on the ground (political, historical, social) of modernity, 
occasioned by the very component aspects of that modernity. The mas- 
sive movements and dislocations of peoples in the modern period, the 
radical juxtaposition—in metropolitan cities or in colonial centers, for 
example—of different peoples and ideas and things that were hitherto 
not colliding with one another in quite the same close fashion, raise an 
explicitly modern question of comparison. What is to be made of the often 
stark juxtaposition of disparate entities made equivalent or comparable 
in exchange? Is there a modern imperative to compare in the face of an 
increasingly fierce network of connection, which depends on uneven- 
ness and difference?’ In the face of the apparent and the less-apparent 
workings of a world made smaller by technology, by colonial and now 
late capitalism? Of course, juxtaposed differences, however stark, are 
not in themselves a comparative act. Yet the recognition of difference is 
both predicated upon and calls out for a concept of comparison or of 
comparative acts of one sort or another. 

The eighteenth-century British essayist Joseph Addison already recog- 
nized the call of comparison in the great jostling of differences in the 
space and time of the modern as he walked through the British Royal 
Exchange.’ His recognition of difference as “an Englishman” is grounded 
in comparison. “It gives me a secret Satisfaction, and in some measure, 
gratifies my Vanity, as I am an Englishman, to see so rich an Assembly 
of Countrymen and Foreigners consulting together upon the private 
Business of Mankind, and making this Metropolis a kind of Emporium 
for the whole Earth"? 

In Addison’s account, it is the trade-regulated juxtaposition of differ- 
ence that occasions an exultant comparison. The contemporary histo- 
rian of East Asia Harry Harootunian reminds us of a rather different 
instance of the comparative mandated by the radical juxtaposition of 
differences generated by colonialism: “the peoples of the world outside 
of Euro-America have been forced to live lives comparatively by virtue of 
experiencing some form of colonization or subjection enforced by the 
specter of imperialism” (emphasis added, 26).° 

The nearly three hundred years between Addison’s and Harootunian’s 
insights have seen the exercise and theorization of comparison as well 
as its forgotten, ignored, or recalled histories as fraught with what David 
Damrosch sagely calls, in the context of his own comparative turn to 
“world literature,” “a celebration of new opportunities” but also and more 
warily “a gallery of cautionary tales” (36).'° So it is perhaps not surprising 
that scholarly reexaminations of comparison—and, in the initial examples 
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cited here, reexaminations of the field and discipline of comparative 
literature in particular—have occurred under the rubric of anxiety or 
death or crisis.!! These works, marked in their titles and content more 
by Damrosch’s “cautionary tales” than by his celebratory “opportunities,” 
have produced important and engaging reconsiderations of the compara- 
tive. Their reconsiderations offer a productive context in which to situate 
the consideration of the literary comparative here. And their efforts are 
conjoined by scholarly work in a slightly different pitch that also seeks 
to outline a new comparison. Emily Apter’s provocatively wide-reaching 
The Translation Zone: A New Comparative Literature suggestively recovers 
the history of Leo Spitzer’s sojourn and extensive work in Istanbul and 
of his contributions to the comparative field.” The Translation Zone also 
attempts to reconfigure “a new comparative literature” in the context 
of a capacious understanding of translation in the twenty-first century. 

If Apter’s account looks to the early decades of the twentieth century and 
to the recruitment of German intellectuals by the new Turkish state as a 
pivotal influence on the modern comparative literary field, method, and 
discipline, Natalie Melas begins her inquiry from an earlier moment in 
the latter half of the nineteenth century.'* “Grounds for Comparison,” the 
introductory chapter of her All the Difference in the World, offers a thoughtful 
history of modern comparison in general and of comparative literature 
in particular. There, astutely refusing a myopic either/or of universalizing 
or relativizing, Melas formulates a concept of “postcolonial formalism” 
(37) predicated on the “incommensurability” of comparison'—that is, a 
“grounds of comparison” “without basis for equivalence” (31). 

Beyond literary studies, there has been much equally suggestive work 
on comparison and comparative studies, in which fields the relation of 
comparison to modernity is even more directly invoked. Peter Osborne’s 
“On Comparability: Kant and the Possibility of Comparative Studies” 
holds out a “global social whole,” reengaging the work of Immanuel Kant 
in a “transcendental analysis of comparability as space, time, and idea.” 
Drawing from Kant to construct “a concept of ‘objective comparability” 
(4), Osborne situates that philosophical concept in the context of com- 
parative area studies. And drawing from the work of Gilles Deleuze and 
of Walter Benjamin, he proposes “a conception of global modernity as 
immanent difference” (18) as crucial to comparative area studies.” 

Harootunian’s “Some Thoughts on Comparability and the Space-Time 
Problem,” a passage from which is cited above, is a wonderfully shrewd 
intervention in opposition to a comparative approach that emphasizes 
the spatial at the expense of the temporal.’ In an intensely suggestive 
alternative, Harootunian configures Ernst Bloch’s concept of “con- 
temporary non-contemporaneousness”—a concept that “allows us to 
return to the question of temporality and the temporalization of forms 
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through which it is expressed in those social spaces whose appearance 
have been spatialized by the capitalist nation state” (50)—in relation to 
Henri Lefebvre’s “rhythmanalysis” of the everyday and its concept of the 
double but nonidentical measure of internal and external rhythm. And 
in that configuration, Harootunian argues for the necessary inclusion of 
a differently defined temporality in a comparative understanding of the 
modern: “If, in any event, our strategies of comparison are to have any 
utility at all, they must be embedded in specific temporal and spatial forms 
... perhaps as a history of dissonant rhythms, as a continuing and never 
completed conjuration of the past in the present” (52). The accounts of 
comparison in the nexus of modernity by Harootunian and Osborne, as by 
Gayatri Spivak in her Death of a Discipline, are explicit reminders of the pos- 
sibilities and limitations of our individual, as well as collective, scholarly, 
and intellectual locations on the landscape. Their cautionary tales—as 
Harootunian warns, “comparability is too important a consideration to 
be left to disciplines such as comparative literature” (24)—are reiterated 
from another academic field in Marcel Detienne’s Comparer l’incomparable 
(Comparing the Incomparable) .'’ There he indicts the “customs officers” 
(xiii) of classical Greek scholarship who seek to regulate or bar the passage 
of research across borders. Comparing the Incomparable insistently refuses 
the modern history of scholarly fixation on classical Greek singularity with 
its own four examples of experimental comparative projects “between 
history and anthropology.” In something of a contrast to Melas’s incom- 
mensurability, Detienne’s projects seek “a constructive comparativism” 
(xiii). Unequivocally situated in the French intellectual and academic 
context, Detienne’s intrepid call nonetheless resonates beyond France. 
In his proposition for a collaborative, transborder comparison, Deti- 
enne’s “incomparables” are an elegant marker not only of a disputatious 
history and practice of comparison but also of alternatives to them. 

In spite of their differences from one another, each and all of these 
recent reconsiderations of comparison share the crucially modern context 
of our understandings and practices of comparison, no less in the field 
of classical Greek scholarship than in that of the postcolonial or late 
capitalism. They suggest the tension between the interests or desires of 
comparison and its necessity. They remind us of the juxtaposed differ- 
ences of the modern—the radical differentials of the capitalist modern— 
which our comparisons cannot afford to ignore or forget or efface in 
the telling. And Harootunian’s caveat notwithstanding, I would suggest 
that one place in which we can discern and reflect on the possibility of 
the comparative is in the space of literature. 

But before turning from this provocative series of theoretical works 
to two literary texts, I would cite one additional insight into the con- 
figuration of the comparative—here, again, specifically of comparative 
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literature. That is the shrewd observation in Timothy Brennan’s essay on 
Edward Said: comparative literature has been “always a response to war” 
(29). Brennan situates comparison not only in the modern, in general, 
or World War II, in particular, but in the context of modern war. “It has, 
of course, been conventional to point out that the modern version of 
the field emerged from the crises of World War II, led by mostly Ger- 
man scholars seeking to keep the spirit of Europe alive at the moment 
of its near extinction. But it is forgotten that Goethe’s Weltliteratur was 
conceived in the wake of the Napoleonic invasions and flourished again 
at the turn of the century on the eve of World War I” (29). 

This observation returns us to the tension suggested by the opening 
citations from Pheng Cheah and Jonathan Culler. That is, on the one 
hand, comparison as an “inhuman automaton” generated by capitalist 
modernity—Cheah’s astute observation about the work of Benedict 
Anderson (though one not limited to Anderson’s work as his own and 
Harootunian’s essay makes clear). Cheah’s observation on the “specter of 
comparison” as a structurally generated necessity is a suggestive counter- 
point to Culler’s summary account of comparison as driven by “one’s. . . 
particular interests.” It is to this tension between comparison of interest 
and of necessity that the two literary texts below speak most eloquently. 

Of course even a cursory reading of the revisionings of the compara- 
tive discussed above would find that “one’s interests’—gendered, raced, 
classed—are scarcely exempt from the historical, political, economic, or 
institutional contexts in which they arise. We can understand comparison 
as a response of necessity and of interest or desire to the juxtaposition 
of difference. As such, it is unequivocally underwritten by questions of 
situated power and authority. It is always predicated on horizontal and 
vertical locations on and relations across a landscape of difference. So 
if the juxtaposition of differences in the modern calls out comparison, 
what does comparison call out? What are its “ends” (Melas)? National/ist 
“satisfaction” (Addison’s “Englishman”)? Imperial equivalence (against 
which Melas proposes a postcolonial formalism and incommensurability) ? 
Colonial force (Harootunian)? Expansive opportunities and cautionary 
tales (Apter or Damrosch)? 


Two Literary Texts on Comparison and the 
Comparative in the Modern 


While responses to the questions above will always depend on the mo- 
ment, location, and juxtapositions of comparison, on the necessities and 
interests at work in the comparative act, literature offers a reasonably 
contained landscape in which to think about the question of comparison. 
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Literary texts are “reasonably contained” or circumscribed in an almost 
banal, literal sense that, unlike experience or social movements or his- 
tory, literary texts offer the gift to thought of some sort of demarcated 
beginning and ending. While scarcely free of the constraints that mark 
all thought, literature, as imaginative, aesthetic production, can still offer 
a “bounded” space to think otherwise. 

The realm of the aesthetic, as Herbert Marcuse reminded us so many 
years ago,” offers the space of an imaginative freedom for thought. That 
realm—a translation of the “art” or Kunst of his original German title 
Permanenz der Kunst—is “permanent” as a field for thought and under- 
standing. For Marcuse, art is potentially emancipatory for thought and 
understanding because it is “transhistorical.” That is, it is unquestionably 
located and yet significant beyond the specificity of its historical moment 
and space of production or reception. In a rather different register, Spivak 
has proposed that the literary is “learning to learn from the singular and 
unverifiable.” ® In this configuration, the verifiable repeatability that is a 
criterion of scientific provability does not inhere in a literary text. Yet in 
Spivak’s “singular and unverifiable” as a cautionary tale and in Marcuse’s 
realm of literature and the aesthetic as opportunity for thought, there 
remains a provocative space for and in literature. 

In this tension, and in that of the necessity (the automaton) and interest 
of comparison, I would like to situate the literary examples of compari- 
son at work below: the poem “For Ammonis, Who Died at 29 Years of 
Age, in 610,” written in 1917 by C. P. Cavafy (1863-1933), and the 1977 
novel Endings by the Iraqi-educated, Jordanian-born, Saudi-Iraqi novelist 
Abd al-Rahman Munif (1933-2004) .” For it seems to me these two literary 
texts offer a productive response to this tension in their literary map- 
pings of juxtaposed differences, of comparison-in-practice called out by 
those juxtapositions, and—no less strikingly—of the vexed and uneasy 
possibilities of comparative relations across difference. 

Unquestionably, the tasks and spaces of comparison are multiple and 
often contradictory—deadly for some, grandly authoritative for others. 
Yet in the imaginative space of the juxtaposition of difference in the two 
literary texts below, and in their comparative evocation of other visions 
of relation, differences are not always necessarily pathological or deadly; 
there may be other (imaginary) relations of cohabitation possible. 


“For Ammonis, Who Died at 29 Years of Age, in 610”: 
“Our Ammonis” and “Our Alexandria” 


Cavafy was born in 1863 in Alexandria, Egypt, where his Greek parents 
had settled in the mid-1850s. On the death of his father in 1870, economic 
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necessity motivated his family’s move to England, back to Alexandria 
in 1877, and in 1882 to Constantinople and mainland Greece.” By the 
mid-1880s, Cavafy returned again to Alexandria, remaining there until 
his death in 1933. He worked first as a newspaper correspondent, then in 
the late 1880s as his brother’s assistant at the Egyptian Stock Exchange. A 
few years later, he became a clerk at the Irrigation Office of the Egyptian 
Ministry of Public Works in Alexandria, where he worked for the next 
thirty years, eventually becoming its assistant director. In 1933, eleven 
years after leaving the ministry, he died of cancer. 

During his lifetime, Cavafy published little of his work; a short collec- 
tion of poetry was printed privately in the early 1900s and reprinted with 
some new poems a few years later. Cavafy chose instead to circulate his 
verse among friends. Yet from his death in 1933, as Maria Margaronis 
notes in her review of recent translations of his work, 


his sensibility began to color the work of other poets, among them Auden, 
Brecht, Brodsky, Milosz and Montale, as well as the Americans Robert Hass, 
Louise Glück, James Merrill, Rachel Hadas and Mark Doty. It was Auden who 
brought Cavafy’s work to a broad American readership by introducing Rae Dal- 
ven’s translation of the Complete Poems in 1961: “I can think of poems,” he wrote, 
“which, if Cavafy were unknown to me, I should have written quite differently, 
or perhaps not written at all.”** 


Even more than the story of his own life “lived comparatively,” Cavafy’s 
elegiac poem “For Ammonis, Who Died at 29 Years of Age, in 610” offers 
a provocative space of necessary and interested comparison—temporally, 
spatially, linguistically.” Though its characters are imaginary, the histori- 
cal “present” of the poem is unequivocally located by its title: 610 CE, 
on the cusp of the short-lived Sassanian conquest of Egypt from the 
Byzantine Empire, prior to the great Islamic expansion into Egypt. This 
context is, of course, centuries removed from 1917, the historical mo- 
ment of the poem’s composition. Yet in 1917 as well, Egypt was in the 
midst of massive changes, “liberated” from a crumbling Ottoman rule 
by the aggressive, if nominally indirect, British control of a protectorate. 

This, then, is the poem’s first juxtaposition of difference: the temporal 
difference between the time internal to the poem (the then of 610) and 
that external to the poem (the now of its composition in 1917). (For 
though few of his poems were published in his lifetime, Cavafy carefully 
dated each of his poems in his notebooks.) The poem’s first implicit 
comparative turn is evoked by this juxtaposition of temporal difference 
that invites comparison of—reflection on the differences between—then 
and now. And nested within the juxtaposition of this then and now, 
the temporal difference of the pastness of 610 to 1917, is the figure of 
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the beautiful young poet, Ammonis, who has just died. In his name is 
figured another temporal and cultural difference of the past in the pres- 
ent. For as the title of the poem announces from the outset, Ammonis, 
the young poet whose death has occasioned the request for an epitaph, 
is an Egyptian. Though “misspelled” by one letter in Cavafy’s poem,” 
Ammonis or Amun is the ancient Egyptian god of creative force, and 
later of fertility, whose name originally meant “hidden from view.” Here, 
too, the juxtaposition of difference echoes in the proper names of the 
poem as in their introduction of temporal difference. The year 610 CE 
is precisely the Christian era only a few decades prior to the expansion 
of Islam into Egypt and centuries from 1917. And the original historical 
time, at least, of the ancient Egyptian god is thousands of years earlier. 

Following on and already suggested by this juxtaposition of temporal 
and nominal difference, the second comparative turn of the poem is 
figured in its explicit juxtaposition of a foreign language to a localized 
sensibility: that is, the repeated reference to Greek as a “foreign tongue” 
(évn yAwooa)—the language in which, of course, Cavafy’s poem is actu- 
ally written—in juxtaposition to “your Egyptian sensibility” (To aryvntiakó 
oov aioOnua). Juxtaposed difference—between language and sensibility, 
Greek and non-Greek—as the basis for the comparative distinction of 
relationship is subtly but distinctly connected in more ways than one. 
It is registered in the command form of the Greek “yvoe” (pour or let 
flow) in the phrase, “pour your Egyptian sensibility into the foreign 
tongue [of Greek].” The poetic epitaph itself is to become the relation 
with and among the differences of sensibility, historical time, cultures, 
and languages. 

The very designation of a “foreign tongue” presupposes the nonfor- 
eign, one language implicitly juxtaposed to another. But the explicit 
juxtaposition here is between a language and a sensibility as the foreign 
and the local. And while the poem’s explicit comparison is of the con- 
nection of poetry across those differences, there is another connection 
of sensual community, bound by language, sensibility, subtle beauty, and 
longing. The juxtaposition of temporal and linguistic difference in the 
poem allows a comparative distinction—or synkrisis / obykpton—of those 
relations as possibility. 

But that possibility is figured as imaginative reality in the direct address 
of the first and last stanzas of the poem—that is, in the direct address by 
the poetic I to Rafael, another poet for whom Greek is a foreign language. 


Rafael, a few lines they ask you to compose 
As an epitaph for the poet Ammonis.” 


And the last stanza opens with a reiteration of this direct address: 
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Rafael, your lines should be so written 
As to have, you know, something of our life in them. 


Relation of community across the juxtaposed differences of languages and 
sensibility is not only implicit as noted above. It is explicitly embodied, in 
the first instance, in this small community of direct address. The relation- 
ship between the poetic I and Rafael, which precedes and continues in 
the aftermath of the death of “our Ammonis” itself bridges the foreign 
(the Greek language) and the local (an Egyptian sensibility). It bridges 
perhaps even time and death in the poem. Their small community of 
two, in the absence of a third, Ammonis now dead, is one of shared 
languages and sensibilities, of shared sorrow (n Abmn paç) and shared 
love (K£ n ayånn paç). The poem iterates and reiterates our relationship 
to a foreign tongue, which, infused with your Egyptian sensibility, must 
speak of our love and our sorrow—of Ammonis’s poetry but especially 
of his delicate beauty. The poetic I calls for harmonious musicality to 
honor our Ammonis. 

In the careful poetic gathering and juxtaposing of these multiple dif- 
ferences, the space of comparison emerges as a community in the face 
of the “untimely” death of “our Ammonis.” And that poetic community, 
in the concluding lines of the poem, is decisively located in the city of 
Alexandria. The poem’s final stanza employs end rhyme in the first and 
third lines that explicitly links the injunction “to be written” (va ypagovv) 
with that “to reveal” or “make apparent” (va dnAobv). Rafael’s verse must 
not only be “so written (va ypapovv) /as to have, you know, something 
of our life in them” but also “as to have the rhythm and every phrase 
reveal (va SnAobv) / that an Alexandrian writes for an Alexandrian.”* 

There is yet one further way in which Cavafy’s poem offers for re- 
flection the complexity of comparison. In addition to the comparison 
called out by the juxtaposition of differences noted above, and by the 
closing invocation of the specifically Alexandrian space of difference 
and of comparative relation across that difference, a most literal space 
of comparison is suggested in the use of the “single” language in which 
the poem is written. This difference is that of the historical-linguistic 
divide (or diglossia) in modern Greek between the formal (katharevousa) 
and the colloquial (demotic) languages. The nineteenth-century purist 
construction of katharevousa was predicated on the putative recuperation 
of an uncontaminated classical Greek in opposition to a putatively cor- 
rupted demotic or everyday language.” But it is not only a combination of 
katharevousa and the demotic that marks the language of Cavafy’s poem. 
Classical and Byzantine Greek and alternate grammar in a richly unique 
Alexandrian Greek juxtapose the different historical registers of a single 
language far beyond differences between the colloquial and the formal. 
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For example, the intensely colloquial, “Xv 8a nopéoets” (you can do it) 
or “tny paoTtopiá Cov OAnva TH Dëue po" (your skill or masterliness we 
need all of now) is juxtaposed with a finely wrought sensuality: 


Of course you'll speak of his poetry— 
But speak also of his beauty 
Of his delicate beauty that we loved.”! 


And the casual colloquial tone is punctuated by the use of distinctly less 
colloquial forms: “odtyouc” rather than “hiyouc” for “a few lines,” in the 
use of “Agiov”/”\eioc” for “smooth” or “unadorned,” and “we appoce” for 
“as is fitting or harmonious.” This later echo of classical Greek presages 
the characterization, two stanzas later, of Rafael’s Greek as “IIdavtote 
wpaia kat povoud” (always beautiful and musical) .* 

Cavafy’s poem turns on the distinction and movement between two lan- 
guages—the “foreign language” of Greek as distinct from whatever is the 
nonforeign language. It turns as well on the distinction between language 
itself and nonlinguistic sensibility (“your Egyptian sensibility” / To atyuntiaKxd 
oov aio8nua) "7 And it does this in the multiple historical registers (classical, 
Byzantine, demotic, literary) of the poetic speaker’s “foreign language”— 
Greek. The poem is composed with and speaks of distinctions that are 
made possible by the bringing together of differences. And it is those 
distinctions of memory, sensuality, beauty, language, and sensibility—as the 
very “epitaph” of the poem itself—which offer a vision of community not 
only across differences but precisely amongst them. Here the comparison 
embedded in Cavafy’s lapidary, elegiac poem works to “distinguish with 
or among” the juxtaposition of what is different or “foreign” or “strange.” 
That poetic comparison suggests the possibility of intimate relationships 
among and across multiple languages and cultures—even across time. It 
is a possibility of shared community in the face of difference—even that 
ultimate but universal difference between life and death. 


Endings: “Our “Assaf” and “Our al-Tiba” 


If understanding comparison as the distinguishing of a relationship 
called out by the juxtaposition of differences is “revealed in the writing” 
of an early twentieth-century poet writing from Alexandria (Cavafy’s cun- 
ning va ypagouv / va grafoun, va ônàoúv /va deloun of his poem’s final 
stanza), it is also differently “revealed in the writing” in Abd al-Rahman 
Munif’s 1977 novel al-Nihdyat (Endings). 

Born in 1933 in Amman, Jordan, to a Saudi father and an Iraqi mother, 
Munif was raised and educated first in Jordan and then in Iraq and Egypt. 
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After completing a PhD at the University of Belgrade in the economics 
of oil, he took up residence first in Lebanon and then, in 1963, in Syria. 
He worked there for the oil ministry for nearly a decade, publishing his 
first work—a study of the future of the oil industry—in 1972 in Beirut. 
Munif came to literature when he was nearly forty, publishing his first 
novel the following year in 1973. He wrote fourteen more novels from 
that year until his death in 2004. He was “An Arabian Master,” as the 
distinguished Egyptian literary scholar Sabry Hafez announces in the 
title of his posthumous tribute to Munif. In that essay, Hafez aptly char- 
acterizes Munif as 


not only a major Arab novelist but one of the most remarkable figures of contem- 
porary world literature. It is difficult to think of another writer, in any language, 
whose life experience and literary enterprise has the same kind of dramatic 
range . . One of the most advanced and incendiary writers of the Arab world, 
politically active as militant or technician across five countries, author of fifteen 
novels—including the most monumental of all modern narratives in Arabic—and 
another nine books of non-fiction. (39)** 


Hafez notes that Munif’s 1977 novel Endings, “in its sharp discontinuity 
of structure, mosaic use of short stories, and poetic impersonality of 
tone ... [is] one of the most advanced fictions in contemporary Arab 
literature” (50). A prelude of sorts to his great Cities of Salt trilogy, Endings 
unquestionably stands as a unique achievement in Munif’s oeuvre—not 
least of all for the reasons Hafez notes above, though I would recast his 
characterization of the novel ever so slightly. For, I want to suggest, what 
seems to be its “discontinuity of structure” or “impersonality of tone” is, 
rather, precisely the workings of comparison in the novel’s fierce juxtapo- 
sition of differences. And it is not only in the stories told that the novel 
enacts comparison across and amongst difference. Endings structurally 
embodies this fierce juxtaposition of difference and evocation of com- 
parative possibility in its division into two distinct parts. 

At the heart of Endings is an untimely death, which recalls that of 
the beautiful young poet Ammonis at the heart of Cavafy’s poem. As 
in the poem, it is, perhaps, precisely this most radical juxtaposition of 
difference—between life and death—that allows the comparative rela- 
tions of Endings. In Munif’s novel—as implicitly in the temporal differ- 
ence between Cavafy’s poetic imagining of a once-glorious Alexandria 
juxtaposed with its early twentieth-century present—the slow death of 
a drought-stricken village at the edge of the desert is thrown into high 
relief by a sudden and tragic death. Though with profound difference 
of style, tone, and setting, it is also the tremendous divide of death that 
provokes the rupture of the novel but at the same time provides an occa- 
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sion for the possibility of relations otherwise across and amongst differ- 
ence. Yet if Munif’s novel ends structurally with a strikingly experimental 
vision of shared community in the face of difference, it also reveals far 
more explicitly than Cavafy’s poem the brutal ravages of other kinds of 
relationship across difference. 

The village of al-Tiba Gab that is the locus for the novel stands at 
the edge of the desert, not only in immediate and forceful relation to the 
harsh natural world, but also in immediate and forceful relation to the 
human world of the city—and by extension of the state. If relations with 
the natural and nonhuman worlds are those of one kind of geographic 
necessity, relations with the human world are predicated on a different 
necessity: on the forceful exertion of relationship without reciprocity; 
on the imposition of meaning from an urban center that has for genera- 
tions ignored al-Tiba; on the plight of an apparently immutable peasant 
patience of the village in the face of that necessity. 

The history of such relationships exerted by those with power—eco- 
nomic, political, and social—over those who have less is familiar. It is 
worth recalling again in broad outline the example of the rise of the 
modern fields of “comparative studies” in nineteenth-century Europe. 
Informed by metaphoric categories of familial genealogy, comparative 
studies sought to “scientifically” operationalize—to make verifiably 
repeatable—those categories. The impetus to locate and hierarchize a 
“universal family”—of languages, folktales, anatomy, religions, law, and 
literature—was also an impetus to define the European or the “West” 
over against what were increasingly apparent as rising challenges to the 
imperial domination of that “West.” 

But this is not exactly the story that the literary works of Cavafy and 
Munif tell—however much that history is or isn’t a backdrop to their 
works. Rather Abd al-Rahman Munif’s 1977 novel al-Nihāyāt (Endings) ,*° 
as Cavafy’s 1917 poem, suggests in content and in form a comparison 
that evokes relations otherwise across and with difference. Endings, in 
particular, narrates comparative stories of uneasy and violent cohabita- 
tion in the face of the juxtaposition of stark differences while pointing 
to a distant horizon of cohabitation otherwise. 

But if this metareflection is suggested by both poem and novel, their 
differences in tone and focus are obvious from the novel’s opening 
exclamation: “Truly drought. Drought . . . again! And in the season of 
drought, life and objects are changed, even human beings (al-bashr) are 
changed. (v)”® It is not only Cavafy’s languages or sensibilities or the liv- 
ing and dead poets of a distant past who are gathered and juxtaposed 
here in Munif’s novel. Every narrative turn of al-Nihāyāt pivots on the 
stark juxtaposition of differences between city and village, generations, 
human and animal life and the inanimate world of objects and ma- 
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chines, and the landscape as a living entity in its own right. The stories 
of these fierce juxtapositions of difference and of the “necessary” rela- 
tions of comparison across them are told by the novel’s unnamed and 
initially “detached” (as Hafez characterizes him) third-person narrator. 
The first half of the novel is unequivocally dominated by the narrator’s 
representation of the network of relations in which a particular village 
and its inhabitants are caught. 

That particular village,” al-Tiba where the stories of al-Nihdyat un- 
fold, is named but not identifiably located in a specific country, state, 
or region.” But it is clearly topographically located: on the border of 
a desert, hours distant by car from “the city,” and bereft of any of the 
city’s benefits that would protect it from the dreaded return of drought, 
which opens the novel. But from that opening declaration of recurring 
disaster, the narration arrives at the village of al-Tiba, and its inhabitants 
in particular, only after lengthy generalizing observations on human and 
nonhuman responses to drought in the abstract.” In this first chapter, 
the narrator introduces an inevitability that will seem to govern places, 
people, and events as well as his narration in the first half of the novel.” 
For “this’—the responses of human and nonhuman life and of the 
natural environment to drought—is the “fate” (al-qism) of “most of the 
people in that cruel and long year” DS), the narrator intones with grim 
detachment. Only as his account of an apparently inexorable network 
of relationships governed by “fate” is concluded, seeming to mime in its 
movement the abstracted relationship between the city and the village, 
does the narration finally arrive at the village of al-Tiba. 

This arrival at the specific after broad generalities is at first in order to 
note, in its persistent if narrow version of comparative analysis, that al-Tiba, 
“like every town and village in this world,” has its own particular habits 
and ways of life. The village of al-Tiba is—and is not—unique. ALNihayat’s 
narrator reiterates an abstraction of oscillating sameness and difference 
in relation to the place where his stories unfold in a fascinating example 
of comparison of interest. Yet the comparative differences he juxtaposes 
in relation to al-Tiba are most often those of necessity—the harsh land- 
scape, the distant city, and the “inevitable” exodus of the young to that 
city. Though not identifiably of the place he narrates, the clearly informed 
narrator knows the local landscape, the village, and its inhabitants well 
enough to constantly compare them—if in the conventionally restricted 
manner noted above—to those of villages and residents elsewhere. Dif- 
ferences and specificities are juxtaposed only to be repeatedly subsumed 
under generalities or nondifference.”' In the first instance, the comparative 
working of Endings seems strikingly different from that of Cavafy’s poem. 

The second chapter opens, then, on this already familiar note. “Al-Tiba, 
like any place in the world, has things in which it takes pride” Dal The 
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narrator’s juxtaposition of the simultaneity of the general and universal 
(“like any place in the world”) with the particular and different (those 
things in which al-Tiba in particular takes pride) forcefully frames not 
only the stories he tells but the manner in which he tells them. 

But it is in the story of the life and death of the strange, stubborn, 
stalwart villager ‘Assaf that the narrator’s comparative frame will meet 
its match. The story of “Assaf’s life and death will change more than the 
villagers’ understanding of their “fate.” It will become a pivotal instance 
of a “thing in which it [the village] takes pride.” And as it interrupts 
and transforms their understanding of comparative possibility across 
and with difference, so will it strikingly interrupt and shift the narrator’s 
detached narration. 

‘Assaf and the one-eyed dog who is his constant companion live on 
the edge of al-Tiba as the village itself lives on the edge of the desert 
Ga). Orphaned as a child, ‘Assaf is less proficient with the dictates of 
human society than with those of the desert and its nonhuman life; he 
knows the desert better and respects the natural landscape more than any 
other character in the novel. Alternately disparaged and admired by the 
villagers for his eccentricities, “Assaf is nonetheless their gruff guide to 
survival—a taciturn but compassionate provider for the village because of 
his skills as a hunter and his keen knowledge of the desert. And in spite 
of the narrator’s opening exclamation in the novel, it is less the drought 
itself than virtually everyone in the novel’s gross misunderstanding of it 
that precipitates “Assaf’s death. For in spite of this most recent drought 
that has gripped the village and its surroundings, the sons of al-Tiba, 
who have gone to the city for its promises of a better life, return to the 
village with their urban friends for a desert hunting trip.” The villagers, 
ever the congenial hosts to guests, press “Assaf into service as a guide for 
the hunt, although he is initially fiercely unwilling.* A fierce sandstorm 
arises that kills both ‘Assaf and his dog. Finally recovering ‘Assaf’s body, 
the village sons and their urban friends mournfully return to the village 
in absolute silence. 

It is precisely here in the novel that the narrator’s generalizing “de- 
tachment” is ruptured. A clearly apt producer of words and explana- 
tions himself, he asks plaintively: “How is it that human beings can fall 
so silent and for such a long time?”; “How can they forget the entirety 
of the sounds and words they’ve used since birth?” And then, immedi- 
ately following these questions, he asks: “How? How can this happen?” 
D: ©) The pronominal referent here is unclear, potentially multiple. Is the 
“this” a reference to the men’s silence? To their forgetting language? To 
“Assaf’s death? To the multiple catastrophes in which al-Tiba finds itself? 
This eruption of rhetorical questions marks the profound qualification 
of the narrator’s hitherto apparently detached, “ethnographic” account 
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of the landscape, region, village, and inhabitants of al-Tiba. It marks 
as well a challenge to the presumably unquestionable authority of his 
comparative method. For his account and its method will be strikingly 
countered in the second half of the novel. 

That second half of the novel—with its wonder and amazement, its 
alternate ways of understanding and its collective tellimg—occurs over 
‘Assaf’s dead body, laid out in the house of the village Mukhtar. Following 
on the prescient signal of the narrator’s rhetorical questions about mean- 
ing, ‘Assaf’s wake is the occasion for the transition from the “ethnographic 
realism” in the first half of the novel to a kind of “marvelous realism” in 
the second half.“ The transition from one part of the novel to the other 
is marked by the nervousness or anxiety or anguish (ima) and anger 
(SA) Of the village men as they agree to spend the night together over 
the dead man’s body. Here, as in Cavafy’s poem, though with a profound 
difference, beautifully crafted tone, language, and structural configura- 
tion serve to produce the context in which juxtaposed difference can be 
distinguished and comparative relations understood otherwise.*” 

Itis the village baker, in response to the Mukthar’s anguish (ima; ) about 
the decision to leave “Assaf’s beloved dog behind in the desert, who intro- 
duces the comparative form of the adjective “most amazing” (—»<!) that 
titularly divides the two halves of the novel: “Some stories from that 
amazing night” Gaass 4.1). He explicitly repositions “Assaf’s untimely 
death in relation to the community, observing that: 


One of the most amazing Lei things in this world is the bond between 
humans and their surroundings, to animals and trees and houses and rivers, even 
to the desert which is never far from al-Tiba; in them is deliverance. That’s why 
“Assaf went there. He went to save al-Tiba.. Dark 


In the call and response of the villagers’ anxious conversation, a man 
who had hitherto been silent replies tearfully to the baker: “In al-Tiba, 
like in any other place in this world, what needs to change is man him- 
self.” A very young man, whose presence had gone unnoticed, observes, 
“If al-Tiba is going to do nothing other than simply wait for rain, every- 
one will die as ‘Assaf died, perhaps worse” DAT, An increasingly angry 
(12. ) and agitated (ima) exchange ensues until a village elder chides 
the assembled “sons of al-Tiba” to “stop their foolishness and keep 
company with the dead man until his burial at the first light of dawn.” 

This, then, is the climate in the Mukhtar’s house, characterized by the 
narrator as “fraught with mystery and anger,” as the evening vigil begins. 
For the narrator, the villagers’ uneasy desire here to avoid silence in the 
omnipresence of death (unlike the absolute silence of the return to the 
village with ‘Assaf’s dead body), and his own memory of “that amazing 
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night,” recalls a single thing: “the end.” And so his narration “ends” and 
gives way to a different kind of storytelling and a different kind of story, 
“hikayat,” in the only titular division in the novel:* “Some stories from 
that amazing night” (issa! SLU). 

Demarcated by this single titular division in the novel—“Some stories 
from that amazing night”—a sequence of fourteen tales told by the vil- 
lagers of al-Tiba at ‘Assaf’s wake are clearly juxtaposed with the narrator’s 
account that precedes them.” Prior to the collective storytelling session, 
the narration has been framed and shaped by the narrator’s self-confident 
“ethnography” and its account of the relentless landscape, the stalwart 
patience of the old peasant generation in the face of one disastrous 
calamity after another, and the empty promises of the city for change. 
But as the “stories from that amazing night” begin, they are linked by 
an alternative reason: a different order of relationship or juxtaposition 
to one another; a different narrative mode of understanding the human 
and nonhuman world and their interaction. Each tale, as well, comments 
on the process of story-telling and the unreliability of proliferating words 
and stories.“ And as the sequence of tales unfolds, each one frames and 
resituates the tales that precede it as well as the events of the novel and 
the death of ‘Assaf. In this male “circle of storytelling,” the fourteen 
linked tales reflect and reflect on ‘Assaf’s taciturnity, his admonitions 
against killing for pleasure or from passion, and his injunction to the 
hunters to stay in a circle and to help one another. 

The connections among the marvelous tales of animals, humans, and 
the environment are wonderfully, poignantly, and often humorously 
suggestive. They begin with a tale of AL Ana, the “crazy” hunter of the 
village of al-Jawf. Goaded by his pride in his hunting and the challenge 
of another villager, Al--Anzi accepts a wager that he can kill a wild desert 
goat with a single rifle shot while riding in a car.” Though he wins the 
wager, as he walks up to the dying goat, she looks at him with tears in 
her eyes; he leaves the rifle in the Land Rover and walks away, never to 
be heard of again.” The sixth and the ninth tales are drawn from one 
of the sources of the rich Arabic narrative tradition: al-Jahiz’s ninth- 
century Book of Animals. The fourteenth and final story, the second of 
only two narrated in the first person, tells of a poor man who finally finds 
a room to rent. The terms of his reduced rent are that he walk the old 
landlady’s beloved dog twice a day.” As the final tale concludes, there is 
no clear transition back to the narrator’s telling; it simply begins again. 
But as it does so, his narration in closing is now just one more tale in 
the sequence of stories that make up the second half of the novel. And 
as the wake concludes with the approach of dawn, the narrator’s story, 
too, is now one of the amazing or marvelous or parareal. He relates 
without qualification the apparent madness that seizes the Mukhtar, the 
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magical flight of ‘Assaf’s coffin to its final resting place, and the unusual 
presence and amazing (if to him incomprehensible) dance of the village 
women at the gravesite.” 

‘Assaf is dead and buried—a literal and obvious instance of the novel’s 
titular endings. And there are other endings, as well—for example, the 
apparently immutable patience of the villagers. For on the road to the 
city, as the novel concludes, the village Mukhtar lucidly and unequivocally 
announces that he will return to the village only when the bulldozers 
come to grade the land for a dam. And there is another ending of sorts, 
already noted above—that of the relentless oscillation of the narrator’s 
accounts between the general and the particular, between sameness and 
difference, that marks the first half of the novel. Instead, his narration in 
conclusion focuses on the villagers’ remaking not of their conditions of 
existence but of the way they understand and respond to those conditions. 

That beginnings follow on endings in Munif’s novel is most explicit 
in the Mukhtar’s determined final statement and in the rupture of the 
narrator’s detached assurance, and his narration, in the second half 
of the novel. But the possibility of still other beginnings is there in the 
silence that punctuates and concludes al-Nihāyāt. There is no interroga- 
tory outburst from the narrator at the villagers’ silence in conclusion, 
nor at the vocal and forceful presence of the women of al-Tiba at the 
gravesite, as there was at the “absolute silence” of the return of ‘Assaf’s 
body to the village.” And though the women return from their fierce 
circular dance to their everyday lives in the village, they do so having 
engaged, however momentarily, in relations otherwise—to one another, 
to their male cohabitants, to death. Endings suggests that beginnings are 
yet to be forged—including, as least potentially, across and with gender 
differences. 


On Comparison and the Literary Comparative, Again 


If Munif’s novel and Cavafy’s poem are illustrative of something about 
the workings of the comparative, it is striking that what comparison as 
synkrisis in those two literary texts affords is not the radical transformation 
of differences juxtaposed, nor is it the subsumption of those juxtaposed 
differences into a grander order or category or synthesis. In the “small” 
literary examples of poem and novel, comparison holds out a perhaps 
far-less-grand proposition of understanding and response otherwise. Its 
range is not grandly authoritative. It is in this context that I understand 
the weight and possibility of something like Melas’s “postcolonial formal- 
ism” or Spivak’s vision of a more collaborative and humble discipline or 
Harootunian’s “more modest agenda.” 


228 COMPARISON IN THE WORLD 


Whether the distinguishing of juxtaposed difference in comparison is 
based on necessity (Cheah, Harootunian) or on interest (Culler, Apter), 
comparison itself as distinction or discernment drawn with and among 
juxtapositions implicates foremost the community of comparatists. Lest 
this seem like a proposal for intellectual narcissism, let us return for a 
moment to the space of literature that occasions this speculation. 

The untimely death of Ammonis at the heart of Cavafy’s poem is not 
“overcome.” He remains dead. And it’s not quite clear that Rafael’s poetic 
epitaph will be able to do justice to Ammonis or the community around 
him, as the poem’s speaker requests. Nor is it clear whether the differences 
between the foreign language of Greek and the local Egyptian sensibility 
will be bridged—whether that called-for “translation” is in fact possible. 
Yet Cavafy’s poem constructs its own “translated epitaph” in a “foreign 
language,” “pouring” its local Egyptian—but here specifically Alexandrian— 
sensibility into its comparative effort. The comparative distinction among 
and with juxtaposed differences implies a modest shift in understanding 
of relations across those differences. It implies as well the tenuous and 
fragile creation of connection in the comparative effort itself. 

Both the villagers of al-Tiba and the narrator who recounts and evalu- 
ates their stories come to realize other kinds of relations in which they can 
engage across the stark human and nonhuman differences juxtaposed in 
the novel. And, as in Cavafy’s poem, the juxtaposed differences in Endings 
remain. They are not resolved or dissolved. What shifts, both explicitly 
and implicitly, is what is distinguished with and across those differences and 
the possibilities that can perhaps be derived from what is distinguished. 
What shifts or “begins” is an understanding of and response otherwise to 
the juxtaposition of differences. 

Both literary texts are the occasion, too, for the production of exqui- 
site literary language. And in thinking about the history and present 
of comparison—and about the perhaps eccentrically insistent notion 
of comparison as synkrisis, as a “distinguishing with and among” the 
juxtaposition of what is different or “foreign” or “strange” from which 
we might discern something more or else—Cavafy’s poem and Munif’s 
novel offer a small, imaginative space for comparative reflection. If the 
potential of such comparison for a vision of relationship not only across 
differences but precisely amongst them is a possibility, it is scarcely a 
guarantee. That story we know well. 

In calling attention to a kind of comparison suggested in these two 
literary texts, I respond to the purposes and the processes of compari- 
son. Whether the juxtapositions of difference on which comparison is 
based are of historical necessity or of our own interested making, the 
comparative effort, predicated on an always partial and incomplete re- 
lational literacy, might offer an understanding otherwise—might offer 
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possibilities of relations with and among differences otherwise. It is a 
comparison committed to the effort to cohabit with, listen to, and con- 
sider alternate stories of those who are different—often precisely across 
the corpse of what the refusal to so engage has wrought. 


For Ammonis, Who Died at 29, in 610 
C. P. Cavafy 


Raphael, they’re asking you to write a few lines 

as an epitaph for the poet Ammonis: 

something very tasteful and polished. You can do it, 
you’re the one to write something suitable 

for the poet Ammonis, our Ammonis. 


Of course you'll speak about his poems— 
but say something too about his beauty, 
about his subtle beauty that we loved. 


Your Greek is always elegant and musical. 

But we want all your craftsmanship now. 

Our sorrow and our love move into a foreign language. 
Pour your Egyptian feeling into the Greek you use. 


Raphael, your verses, you know, should be written 

so they contain something of our life within them, 

so the rhythm, so every phrase clearly shows 

than an Alexandrian is writing about an Alexandrian.” 


[Tia tov Aupóvn, nov néðave 29 etwv, ota 610” 
K. IL. Kabagne 


PaganA, odiyous otixous oe Cntovv 

yta emitvuBiov tov motto Aupóvy va ovvOéoetc. 
Katt todd kadaio8ntov Kat Agiov. Zu Ba pmtopécets, 
eioat o KATAAANAOG, va ypayeis wç apuóğer 

yta Tov "roud Apuóvn, Tov Duc aç. 


Béßaia Do ne yia ta nompatå Tov— 
OÄÄd va TEIG Kat yia TNV ELOpPLa TOV, 
yta thy Aer epopoiá Tov nov ayantjoape. 


Ilavtote wpaia Kat povorkd ta sAÀnviká oov eivat. 
Opwç Ttv paoTopid oov OANva TH Ośue Twpa. 

Ze čévn yAwooa n bnn paç K n ayánn Lac Tepvovv. 
To ayvrtiakó oov aicðnua vos otnv ğévn yAwooa. 
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Pagan, ot otixot cov étot va ypagovv 

TOV vaxovvy, E€petc, ato TNV oft Mac oa Twv, 
TOV vi o PLOLdS K N kåbe PPdotc va SnAOdV 
nov yt AdeEavdpivo ypaget Adetavdptvoc.]° 
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than to the creation of poetry. 
31 BéPata Oa ee yia ta nomuatá Tov— 

ahAd va neç kat yra TNV ELOPPLA Tov, 

yta tny Aert epopoiá Tov nov ayantjoape. 
32 “Qpaia” here also perhaps refers back to the delicate beauty of Ammon in the conclud- 
ing line of the preceding stanza. For while “wpaia” does come to generally mean beauty in 
modern Greek, it is a classical word that links beauty or fairness to timeliness, to something 
produced in its proper time, in its appropriate season. And while Ammon’s beauty and 
youth were “timely,” his death—like that of ‘Assaf below—is anything but “timely.” 
33 There are numerous example of this “bringing together” (ovv) to distinguish (kptvw) 
in Cayafy’s published and unpublished work. See “Enavodoc ano tnv EAAdSa” (“Return from 
Greece”) for a striking instance. 
34 Sabry Hafez, “An Arabian Master,” New Left Review 37 (January-February 2006): 39-66. 
35 For an excellent translation, which I’ve consulted with admiration and interest, see 
Abd al-Rahman Munif, Endings, trans. Roger Allen (Northampton, MA: Interlink, 2007). 
36 Al-bashr/ al suggests “humankind” or “human race” rather than a more colloquial 
“men” or “people” such as al-nas, with which the novel refers to “the people of al-Tiba.” 
This signals from the beginning of the novel the significance of the human in relation 
to the nonhuman—other living things, the natural world, objects—that is persistently 
distinguished throughout the novel. 
37 Perhaps ironically, the name of the village is derived from the root “to be good” or 
“pleasant” or “agreeable”; the ordinary meaning of fiba is goodness or congeniality. 
38 As Hafez points out in his essay, “Munif’s novels rarely designate the country in which 
they are set, even where the reference is clear” (42). He then quotes a wonderfully pre- 
scient observation by Munif from a 1999 interview, “Crisis in the Arab World,” in L’Orient 
Express, translated and reprinted in Al Jadid, 9, no. 45 (2004). 


If, for example, we discuss the political prison in a confined territory such as Iraq or Saudi 
Arabia, it seems as if we are exonerating other places or as if political prisons do not exist in 
these places, especially when we know they exist from the Atlantic to the Gulf. Thus I consider 
the generalization of this subject is the ultimate specificity (emphasis added). 


39 The narrator’s initially broad, generalizing categorization in the novel’s opening 
pages—abstracted or generalized human beings, animals, and things that change as the 
climate changes—becomes rather more specific and particular in subsequent pages. 
Peasants, shepherds, merchants, old people, young people, moneylenders, shopkeepers, 
flocks of birds in general, geese, cranes, or sand grouse are all specified and their diverse 
behavior in the face of drought noted. 

40 The chapters in the Arabic text are unnumbered but obvious from the insertion of blank 
pages and bold-faced opening words. I’ve numbered chapters here for ease of reference. Roger 
Allen’s translation notes only the titularly designated “some stories from that amazing night” 
and designates other breaks only with a few extra lines on the page. Thus, interestingly, the 
translation reads as rather more continuous and unstructured than the original. 
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41 Roger Allen’s translation eliminates much of what would be repetitive in English 
translation. Yet in the original, repetition—especially in the speech of the villagers—serves 
to mark the cyclical or at least repetitive time which the village and its residents inhabit 
and from which they break in the end. It is implicitly juxtaposed to the time of the city 
and its unfulfilled promises—for a better life, for roads to the village, for a long-promised 
dam that would ease the ravages of recurring drought. 

42 It is a company clearly gendered male. The presence, knowledge, and behavior of 
women in the novel are always marked as such and as different than the presence, knowl- 
edge, and behavior of men. In fact the narrator of al-Nihayat comments repeatedly on the 
differences of age and gender in shaping what people know and understand and in how 
they communicate. 

43 For, as he angrily protests to the urban hunters later, he hunts from need not from 
desire for pleasure as they do Dat, It is noteworthy in thinking of relations otherwise, 
that, as ‘Assaf leaves the hunting party at daybreak to set out on foot with his dog, he cau- 
tions the men to always stay in a circle—larger or smaller, but always in a circle. And he 
concludes his mandate of circular connection by advising them “the only thing you have 
to understand is how to help one another” (ai. 

44 See Kumkum Sangari’s astute reformulation of magical realism and “the real” in 
her “The Politics of the Possible,” in Theory of the Novel: A Historical Approach, ed. Michael 
McKeon (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 2000), 900-922. 

45 Itis the specific construction of that context which allows the synkrisis of comparison to 
occur. And so, unable, I suspect, to assume familiarity with Munif’s novel, I briefly specify 
that context here. 

46 The hikayat of the subtitle are oral tales, unequivocally distinguished from the stories 
(Laai) which the visitors tell. (See 47.) 

47 “Though the visitors told stories (Laai) that night too, the villagers couldn’t un- 
derstand them very well” Dani 

48 And in this, the villagers’ tales are scarcely evidence of the “manic illogic” with which 
the narrator characterizes them (\ X Y). 

49 See note 43. 

50 This mode of hunting is, AL Ana ruefully observes, that of “the rich who drive their 
landrovers around like locusts looking for gazelles to shoot.” Of course this is precisely 
the mode of hunting in which the village sons and their friends from the city have just 
engaged. 

51 Inawonderful elaboration, the second tale responds with an account of the goat, now 
further identified as a pregnant goat who weeps as she tries to give birth to her offspring 
before she dies. There are other noteworthy narrative turns. The third tale moves from 
hunting in the wild to “hunting” in the Agha’s garden and an ongoing contest there between 
a she-dog and two crows that swoop and dive at her—a battle which was the amusement 
of the residents of the quarter where the Agha lived. When a local policeman shoots the 
she-dog and her five puppies, the crows hover over the cart with the dead animal bodies 
squawking and trailing the cart. They disappear and are never seen again by the residents 
of the quarter. The fourth tale is of a beautiful, cocky male bird that falls in love with a 
gentle she-bird and dies in grief at her death. And so the tales continue in their suggestive 
interaction with one another and their reframing of what has come before in the novel 
and in suggestion of what is possible—reflecting on and poetically suggesting other ways 
of “comparing” the human and the nonhuman, the living and the inanimate, the natural 
and the human-made worlds. Each story, in its own way, tells of connection over “disen- 
gagement” and conventional domination. The seventh tale introduces the first instance 
of first-person narration in the novel and in the sequence of tales; it is reiterated in only 
one other instance—the first-person narration of the fourteenth tale. 
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52 “The wealthy pay full rent; the poor half.” 

53 In a formation that echoes ‘Assaf’s injunction to the (male) hunters to stay in a 
circle and to help one another, the women, the narrator notes, “form a circle, combining 
mournfulness, joy, intensity, pleasure, and anger” {Y+ 4), “Rhythmic and controlled,” their 
increasingly intense and complicated movements are punctuated by a sound (not a word) 
that “adds a new reality to a particular movement, making it more fiery” D'A: }. Unable 
to understand exactly what the women are doing or saying, he is able to recognize and 
point at their amazing (their singular and unverifiable?) formation. 

54 “How is it that human beings can fall so silent and for such a long time? How can 
they forget the entirety of the words and sounds they’ve used since birth? ... How? How 
can this happen?” (¥* 9). 

55 C. P. Cavafy, Collected Poems, 71. 

56 K.I. KaBa@nc, AUANTA I 1896-1918, 79. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Comparison Literature 


Rebecca L. Walkowitz 


FAMOUS SOUTH AFRICAN AUTHOR COMPOSES a series of essays in 
English for publication, first, in German and, later, in French. The 
ssays are to be called “Strong Opinions.” However, the author 
does not simply write the essays. Rather, he scrawls a few illegible notes 
onto a sheaf of papers, dictates into a tape recorder, and then hands 
both notes and tape to a Filipina-Australian typist, who transfers his words 
onto computer disks, though not before fixing them up, as she puts it, 
“where they lack a certain something.”! These essays come to us, along 
with the story of their production and circulation, in J. M. Coetzee’s 
most recent novel, Diary of a Bad Year, whose Wereldprimeur appeared in 
Holland on August 2, 2007.2 The book was soon published in Australia, 
Coetzee’s current home, and then in the United Kingdom, Canada, 
Spain, the United States, Germany, Japan, and France. Fourteen months 
after its release, Coetzee’s novel was available in at least nine national 
editions and six languages." 

Published in multiple languages almost simultaneously and beginning 
in Dutch rather than in English, Diary of a Bad Year does not belong 
to any one national, ethnic, or linguistic tradition. It is instead a com- 
parative novel, or an example of what I call comparison literature. It fits 
this rubric because of its circulation, to be sure, but also because of its 
production: formally, the text experiments with comparative structures 
such as lists and catalogues; typographically, it invokes historical practices 
of translation that emphasize comparison between source and target; 
and thematically, it reflects on gestures of ethical, national, and generic 
comparison. These elements often work together, as when the novel’s 
comparative architecture—almost every page features a public essay in- 
terparagraphed with personal diaries—establishes a visual juxtaposition 
that matches classic modes of interlineal and facing-page translation. We 
are urged to compare verbally as well as visually: to consider how a word’s 
appearance in a philosophical essay at the top of the page relates to its 
appearance in one of the diaries printed below, and how the meaning 
of an idea changes as it moves between the novel’s many discursive reg- 
isters. These registers include academic and popular; public and private; 
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the geopolitical and the neighborhood; oral, written, analog, and digi- 
tal; standard and vernacular. Comparison functions, too, as one of the 
novel’s abiding ethical concerns: the text asks whether transnational 
enlargement in fact enhances—or ultimately thwarts—our capacity for 
social responsibility and political agency. 

By using the term comparison literature, I mean to draw our attention 
to the traditional distinction between a field of national literature, in 
which scholars typically share a locus of production (a place, a com- 
munity, a language), and the field of comparative literature, in which 
scholars typically share a structure of analysis (comparison in its various 
modes). Whereas British literature, to take one example, points to the 
study of texts that were made or published in the United Kingdom or 
by U.K. citizens, comparative literature points to no specific archive.* 
Instead, it designates a repertoire of intellectual strategies that are ad- 
dressed to multiple literary cultures or language traditions. However, 
since comparative literature often takes for granted that each literary 
culture is geographically and politically separate, the distinction between 
fields is not as sharp as it may at first seem. Both British literary studies 
and comparative literary studies trade in national categories and assume 
the ontological integrity of a given text. Comparison literature fits uneas- 
ily within methodologies, comparative and national, that assign unique 
locations or unique substance to literary artifacts. It asks us to imagine 
new geographies of literary production and requires methodologies 
that understand the history of a book to include its many editions and 
translations. 

Novels such as Coetzee’s are part of an emergent genre of transna- 
tional fiction whose preoccupation with comparison is stimulated in part 
by the historical conditions of the global literary marketplace, and in 
part by several related developments such as the flourishing of migrant 
communities, and especially migrant writers, within metropolitan centers 
throughout the world. In addition, comparison literature responds to 
the ongoing problem of statelessness and post-Holocaust debates about 
the treatment of minorities. And it joins the renewed effort to imagine 
transnational and/or cosmopolitan paradigms that offer alternatives 
to national models of political community. Comparison literature is 
also part of a general turn to translation that has been crucial to many 
intellectual projects of the past two decades, including work in political 
philosophy, literary history, and postcolonial studies. Judith Butler has 
recently argued that a “non-nationalist or counternationalist mode of 
belonging,” a mode of belonging that does not exclude minorities, will 
require a “certain distance or fissure,” which Butler associates literally 
and figuratively with translation.’ Instead of “extending or augmenting 
the homogeneity of the nation,” she asserts, genuine equality requires 
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“a collectivity that comes to exercise its freedom in a language or set of 
languages for which difference and translation are irreducible” (61-62). 
While Butler has placed translation at the center of a debate about politi- 
cal philosophies of the nation, Susan Bassnett has claimed that the field 
of comparative literature needs above all to “rethink its relationship to 
Translation Studies”; in fact, she argues, “as translation studies estab- 
lishes itself firmly as a subject based in inter-cultural study and offering 
a methodology of some rigour . . . so comparative literature appears less 
like a discipline and more like a branch of something else.” 

However, as Bassnett implies, it is not simply a matter of importing 
the old translation studies into new transnational contexts. Both Butler 
and Bassnett are invoking a mode of translation that emphasizes 1) the 
historical uses of translation in and between cultures; 2) the importance 
of translation and multilingualism within nation-states; and 3) the ethical 
and intellectual imperative to keep translation “irreducible,” which is to 
say, visible within collective speech acts (Butler’s example is the national 
anthem) and translated texts. Naoki Sakai, Rey Chow, and Lawrence 
Venuti, to name perhaps the most well-known advocates for this mode 
of translation, have all argued that, in Venuti’s words, the most respon- 
sible translation will actually refuse “the illusion of transparency . . . 
by deviating from the values, beliefs, and representations that currently 
hold sway in the target language.”’ Moreover, as Chow argues, it will 
understand the source language and culture as “comparative” rather 
than as “monolingual, monocultural, or mononational” (85). In other 
words, the new translation studies insists on a definition of national lan- 
guages that emphasizes internal variety and a complex mixing of local, 
regional, and global idioms. Comparison thus appears as predicate as well 
as practice. It is this development, above all, that is central to Coetzee’s 
work, in which he considers how transnational comparison shapes the 
insides of novels, persons, and communities. 

Treating comparison at the level of typography, language, genre, and 
theme, Diary of a Bad Year anticipates its own future as a work of world 
literature. It is therefore a novel that does not simply appear in transla- 
tion but in important ways has been written for translation. To adapt Mat- 
thew Kirschenbaum’s phrase for artworks that begin on the computer 
(“born digital”), we might say that Coetzee’s novel is born translated in a 
diegetic and nondiegetic sense.* Before I turn to the way these problems 
occupy the novel’s diegesis, it is worth noting that the novel’s many and 
immediate translations are historically unprecedented, if we consider 
how quickly Diary saturated various national markets across several con- 
tinents. By saturation of national markets, I refer to the publication of 
different editions in the same language (for example, Australian, U.K., 
U.S., and Canadian) and of different editions in different languages 
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(for example, English, French, and Japanese); these editions have ap- 
peared in several regions of the globe (for example, Australia/Japan, 
North America, Western Europe). Of course, long before the twenty-first 
century, there were literary works that traveled from their first language 
into multiple languages and national editions. But these travels were 
relatively slow and initially confined to regional distribution. To take 
several, well-known examples, the international bestseller Don Quixote, 
noted by Franco Moretti for its exceptionally fast absorption into many 
language systems, took fifty-one years, from 1605 to 1656, to find its 
way into six national languages; and it was only in 1769 that the novel 
was published outside of Western Europe.’ Isabel Hofmeyr tells us that 
Pilgrim’s Progress, first published in 1678, has been translated into more 
than two hundred languages, including eighty African languages, but it 
began its migration beyond Europe and the North Atlantic in 1835." 
And according to Martin Puchner, the 1848 appearance of the Communist 
Manifesto in German was followed by Swedish, English, Russian, Serbian, 
and French editions in a speedy twenty-four years; the first edition printed 
in a non-European language was the Japanese translation, published 
in 1904." Finally, a contemporary example that echoes the expansive 
geography and in some ways the speed of Diary’s diffusion: between July 
and December of 2005, the phenomenally successful sixth installment 
of the Harry Potter series, Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince, entered 
fifteen languages, including Vietnamese, Afrikaans, and Estonian, though 
as a result of piracy concerns, the first translation was delayed by two 
months.” In this case, linguistic and economic translatability may have 
actually hindered the process of translation. 

Born-translated novels are designed to travel, so they tend to veer 
away from the modernist emphasis on linguistic experimentation. In 
the work of James Joyce and Samuel Beckett and, later, Anthony Burgess 
and Salman Rushdie, thematic innovation is sutured to the resources of 
vernacular idiom such that the work becomes, in the words of contem- 
porary novelist and translator Tim Parks, “a thing made of language.” 
In order to find a place in the global marketplace, Parks asserts, books 
written for translation will need to invent alternatives to the emphasis 
on idiolect. For better or for worse, he avers, “the writer whose quarrel 
with language is not manifested in rebellious and provocative events 
at the narrative level is almost certain to be passed over” (245). Born- 
translated novels have to be accessible, as Parks suggests, but they need 
not be obsequious. To accommodate translation, after all, is not only to 
encourage it. Accommodation may also involve appropriation, opportun- 
ism, and innovation. Comparison literature, then, as I imagine it, does 
emphasize narrative over idiom, but it uses that emphasis to explore the 
political history of languages in formal and thematic registers that can 
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survive translation. In this way, comparison literature adapts the novel 
of transnational contact to an age of multilingual circulation. 

Any list of novelists whose works are born translated would have to 
include Coetzee, Kazuo Ishiguro, W. G. Sebald, Tim Parks, Caryl Phillips, 
and Jamaica Kincaid. We could also point to individual works by David 
Peace, David Mitchell, the collaborative authors/artists Young-Hae Chang 
Heavy Industries, Peter Ho Davies, Kiran Desai, and Mohsin Hamid, the 
author of the bestseller The Reluctant Fundamentalist. One can see among 
these writers the proliferation of what I call “the anthological novel”: 
think here of the geographic sampling and collating we see in Sebald’s 
The Emigrants, Phillips’s The Distant Shore, Ho Davies’s The Welsh Girl, and 
Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss.'* Comparison literature tends to be written 
in English, and most works hew to the novel form. Novels travel more 
easily than other genres, and Anglophone novels travel especially well 
because English has become the most-read, most-translated language 
in the world. Yet the hegemony of the marketplace does not guarantee 
the hegemony of marketplace fiction. Unlike the average international 
bestseller, translated works of comparison literature confront readers 
with the history and politics of language, and they do this better than 
many so-called untranslatable novels that emphasize vernacular culture 
and idiomatic expression. This may seem counterintuitive, but it makes 
sense when we consider that a good translation is supposed to pass 
for a work produced from the start in the target language. To do this, 
translators will often homogenize regional differences within national 
languages by simplifying vernacular idioms or exchanging vernacular 
phrases for standard formulations. Some translators of complex idiom- 
atic works, such as Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, resist simplification but 
accept instead that versions in new languages will venture far afield of 
the original works. Given these practices, novels that treat multilingual- 
ism through narrative events, characterization, and structure are more 
likely than novels that treat multilingualism through idiom to retain in 
translation an engagement with local histories of language. 

Not only for the instrumental reasons detailed above, but also for 
reasons of political strategy, Coetzee has argued persistently against the 
assumption that all works in the original give us better or more rep- 
resentative access to local communities than all translations do. In his 
novels, Coetzee often represents non-English speech or writing, but he 
avoids stylistic marking such as grammatical inversion or broken diction 
that would remind readers of a specific original language. There are at 
least three consequences to this choice. Coetzee’s texts can be more 
easily translated, since there is no dialect to be reproduced in another 
language. He does not associate the consciousness of a kind of character, 
where kind is defined by ethnic community or third-world experience, 
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with specific features of language. Finally, he creates a text in which 
even English readers are blocked from imagining a direct, simultaneous 
encounter with a language that is their own. This last point is crucial: for 
Coetzee, it has always seemed inappropriate, both ethically and histori- 
cally, to suggest that his writing is part of a unique national-language 
tradition or emerges from a coherent national community. In this way, 
one could say that all of Coetzee’s fiction—not only those works that treat 
transnational comparison thematically—project comparative beginnings. 
We can find this ambivalence about national traditions stated more 
or less explicitly throughout Coetzee’s interviews, criticism, and fiction. 
“Perhaps—is this possible?—I have no mother tongue,” muses the es- 
sayist in Diary of a Bad Year (195). The essayist implies that his sense of 
discomfort in any one language, his sense that in his voice “some other 
person (but who?) is being imitated, followed, even mimicked” (195), 
can be attributed to the history of colonialism. He imagines that middle- 
class Indians might experience something similar: “There must be many 
who have done their schooling in English, who routinely speak English 
in the workplace and at home (throwing in the odd local locution for 
colouring), who command other languages only imperfectly, yet who, as 
they listen to themselves speak or as they read what they have written, 
have the uneasy feeling that there is something false going on” (197). 
The falseness that Coetzee hears in his own voice and imagines in the 
voices of postcolonial readers and writers elsewhere does not represent 
a failure to use English successfully. To the contrary: it represents the 
difficulty of registering, as one speaks or writes flawlessly, the history of 
violence suppressed by fluency and monolingualism. As both a colonial 
and a postcolonial nation, to use Andrew van der Vlies’s helpful formu- 
lation, South Africa has continued to struggle over whether national 
belonging should ever be associated with a single language.” 
Coetzee’s work has internalized many of the strategies of comparison 
that have transformed the literature disciplines, among them the investi- 
gation of transnational and multilingual histories of literary culture, the 
analysis of how the global dissemination of literature has been tied to 
institutions of the state and the apparatus of imperialism, and a new focus 
on technology and translation.'® Diary of a Bad Year exchanges one kind 
of comparison for another: instead of arranging representative examples 
from distinct locations, genres, or points of view, the novel places narra- 
tive episodes, characters, and historical events into multiple containers. 
Sometimes it can seem as if there are no containers at all, and this is the 
central problem that comparison literature poses both for literary history 
and for models of political community. In the remainder of this essay, I 
will turn, first, to the extant paradigm we have for literature that solicits 
comparison—world literature—and then I will take up briefly Coetzee’s 
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recent novel, which allows us to consider how comparison literature 
rejects and in some ways retains national paradigms. 


Making World Literature 


Recent discussions of world literature have assumed that books begin 
in one place and then move out to other places." But there are many 
novels, written by migrants and for an international audience, that exist 
from the beginning in several places. Of course, the notion that a book 
could begin in several places complicates traditional models of literary 
history and political community. Literary critics will need to ask how 
the multilingualism of the book changes the national singularity of the 
work. Philosophers of the nation will need to ask how the translation of 
literary texts, into more languages and faster than ever before, establishes 
networks of affiliation that are less exclusive and less bounded than the 
nation’s “community of fate.” Generally speaking, we can identify two 
paradigms that influence most contemporary accounts of the relation- 
ship between literary history and political community: the paradigm of 
“possessive collectivism,” which has a long history in philosophy, anthro- 
pology, and legal theory, and the paradigm of “imagined communities,” 
which Benedict Anderson introduced in 1983, and which has become 
so influential in history, literary studies, and many other fields that it 
operates almost tacitly in our ways of talking about the effect of books 
on political collectivities.'* Where have these theories brought us, and 
where might we now go in thinking about literature’s engagement with 
conceptions of the collective? 

“Possessive collectivism” extends the idea of possessive individualism to 
nations and ethnic groups. In Quebecois ideology, the anthropologist 
Richard Handler explains in a well-known study, the nation was under- 
stood as both a “collection of individuals and a collective individual,” 
who/which possesses unique, permanent qualities such as a “soul, spirit, 
and personality,” and who/which has the capacity to exercise sovereignty, 
free will, and choice. Rosemary Coombe has used Handler’s work on 
nationalist ideology to describe the effects and underlying assumptions 
of international copyright. In copyright law, Coombe argues, “each na- 
tion or group is perceived as an author who originates a culture from 
resources that come from within and can thus lay claim to exclusive 
possession of the expressive works that embody its personality” (224-25). 
Literary works belong to the nation because they are the embodiment 
of its internal spirit or genius, and we know the nation has a spirit or 
genius because it has literary works to show for it. This is a feedback loop: 
nationhood owes its identity to authorship, but there is no authorship 
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without nationhood, since expressivity belongs to unique individuals, 
who in turn belong to unique groups. Among minorities and colonized 
subjects, possessive collectivism has had the positive effect of validating 
intellectual labor and justifying political sovereignty. For our purposes, 
possessive collectivism is notable because it helps to explain why em- 
phasizing the original production of artworks tends to affirm national 
literary histories: original art and original nations grow up together. 
We could speculate, however, that a theory of artworks that understood 
acts of editing and translating as acts of making might affirm a different 
norm of literary history and a different conception of the community 
that literary history helps to justify. 

Before I push this speculation further, consider Benedict Anderson’s 
idea of “imagined communities.” Rather than rehearse Anderson’s now- 
classic theory, I would like to mark an important difference between his 
account of literary nation making and the possessive collectivism model. 
It was Anderson’s innovation to argue that the rise of print culture, and 
especially the rise of novels and newspapers, contributed to the pos- 
sibility of imagining a nation as a shared, exclusive collectivity among 
strangers. Print culture contributed to this possibility in two structural 
ways: by creating the impression of simultaneous reading across space; 
and by creating the impression, within the novel, of simultaneity among 
people who never meet—an impression that Anderson memorably calls 
the experience of “meanwhile” (25). The second impression strengthens 
the first: if we can perceive the novel as a container for strangers who 
act together without knowing it, then we can imagine the nation as a 
container for us, the readers of that novel, who act together in just the 
same way—simultaneously, collectively, and invisibly. As Jonathan Culler 
has observed in an essay on Anderson’s work, it is not the novel’s con- 
tent or theme but its form, its way of being a container for simultaneity 
among strangers, that creates “a political distinction between friend and 
Joe, "7 Anderson’s model does not imply that the artwork is expressing 
a repertoire of national characteristics that could be owned; rather, it 
argues that the novel represents—and generates—a community based 
on the imagined concurrence of action. If there is a residue of possessive 
collectivism in Anderson’s materialism, it is in his assumption that a text 
has an original language and that the text’s language will coincide with 
the language of its readers. What happens, we need to ask, when these 
languages are not the same? Or when there is no original language to 
speak of? 

We can address these questions by returning to Anderson’s project. 
But instead of approaching Imagined Communities as an argument, as oth- 
ers have done so well,” I want to treat it as an example, since it is as an 
example of world literature that Anderson’s book coincides, historically 
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and formally, with today’s traveling novel. Like Coetzee’s recent works, 
Imagined Communities stages an encounter between literary history and 
political theory. And like Coetzee’s novels, the study itself functions as 
a work of world literature both because of its circulation and because of 
its production. As a text, Imagined Communities takes as its subject the ct 
fects of print culture on the development of nation-states throughout the 
world. Individual chapters are devoted to case studies of small countries 
such as Hungary, Thailand, Switzerland, and the Philippines. As a book, 
Imagined Communities has circulated among many of these small countries, 
and among many large ones too. It was first published in English in 1983 
and has been translated over the past twenty-six years into twenty-seven 
languages, including Japanese, German, Portuguese, Serbo-Croat, and 
Catalan. Yet the phenomenal success of Anderson’s project has led not 
only to translation and also retranslation, but also to new production. In 
1991 and 2006, respectively, Anderson issued second and third English 
editions, each of which includes new material that responds to criticism 
of the work and reflects on the transnational communities that the book’s 
circulation has helped to create. 

The third edition adds to the book’s subject matter—how print culture 
contributes to the imagination of community—an account of how the 
translation and reception of the book we are reading has contributed 
to the imagination of communities to which the book now belongs. In 
this account, we learn that the transnational and multilingual circulation 
of Imagined Communities has led Anderson to consider that the global 
appeal of his argument may have been spurred by its own transnational 
beginnings—that is, by origins understood not simply as London or the 
Anglo-American academy, but as a transnational conglomerate, the United 
Kingdom, in which devolution and multiculturalism offer conflicting 
models of political history and collective fate. Anderson acknowledges 
in the 2006 edition that the original rhetoric of the book was borrowed 
in part from debates about postcolonial migration and the decline of 
empire that had become especially urgent in the United Kingdom of the 
late seventies and early eighties. From the perspective of later editions, 
we see that Anderson’s text is rather more transnational than we had 
at first perceived. Yet what I am calling transnational, the narrative’s at- 
tunement to histories of devolution and multiculturalism, also remains 
local in an important sense. Regional, semimetropolitan, Anderson’s 
work shows us that global disarticulation—belonging to nowhere—is not 
the only alternative to national simultaneity. Moreover, it suggests that the 
repression of translation may be tied, as it is in Anderson’s text, to the 
repression of transnational impulses within national projects. 

There is no chapter in Imagined Communities that presents itself as 
an analysis of the novel today, but the afterword to the third edition is 
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suggestive about translation’s effects on literary history. Readers become 
part of the book’s story about how print culture structures imagined 
communities, and thus the community of the book is shown to exceed 
the community of the text. In this way, Imagined Communities shares its 
narrative structure with many other contemporary transnational works 
and also resembles edited and translated works from earlier eras. As An- 
derson argues, translation can contribute to the imagination of national 
communities. But as Anderson demonstrates, translation puts pressure 
on the conceptual boundaries between one community and another and 
may spur the perception of new communities altogether. To relinquish 
my initial distinction between Anderson’s example and his argument, 
we might consider those nineteenth-century books such as anthologies, 
periodicals, and episodic novels in which the experience of a single 
container is disrupted by the perception of alternative collectivities.”° 

In modernist literature, the apprehension of simultaneity in time 
and space is regularly breached by free indirect discourse, by the im- 
portation of multiple languages, and by multiple frames of narration. 
In the decades since World War II, with the expansive circulation of 
Anglophone writing, transnational novelists have developed structures of 
“meanwhile” that are not only “relative,” as Wai Chee Dimock has put it, 
but recursive and rivalrous.”* But perhaps the most significant continuity 
between Anderson’s text and those of Coetzee and other comparative 
writers is their response to new theories and practices of translation. If 
Anglophone modernists made their novels nearly untranslatable because 
tied so closely to the idiosyncrasies of English, writers such as Coetzee 
and Ishiguro (and Anderson) purposefully accommodate translation by 
encouraging multiple editions of their novels and by designing compara- 
tive texts that emphasize networks of collectivity. These developments—a 
transformation in the time and space of literary production; the rise of 
migrant writers who address their work to communities of various scales; 
and a new engagement with translation within literary fiction—have been 
vital to the emergence of comparison literature. 


Diary of a Bad Year 


Coetzee’s novels offer an opportunity to consider the relationship 
between the production and reception of world literature because, in 
addition to circulating widely, they have made practices of circulation a 
principal concern. Not only do they resist national location in the form 
of the book, but by beginning in several places and languages at once, 
they engage with the problem of national location in the form of the 
text, taking up comparison both structurally and thematically. We see this 
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explicitly in three recent novels: 2007’s Diary of a Bad Year; 2005’s Slow 
Man, which brings together theories of migration and theories of art; and 
2003’s Elizabeth Costello, named for the fictional writer whose experiences 
on the international lecture circuit are described in many of the chap- 
ters. Slow Man and Diary ask how new technologies of reproduction and 
prosthesis transform our sense of the enclosed national community. They 
are testing two of Anderson’s central claims: first, that “the book... is a 
distinct, selfcontained object, exactly reproduced on a large scale” (34); 
and second, that the book’s self-containment imitates and even stimulates 
the imagination of a contained, simultaneous collectivity (30). In Slow Man, 
Coetzee considers how different strands of post-1945 migration (from 
“new” Europe as well as from postcolonial nations) have introduced new 
agents of Anglophone literary production, how new technologies such as 
personal computers and digital scanners have altered our understanding 
of artworks in the world, and how theories of prosthesis (a spare leg or a 
translated edition) might alter our conceptions of individuality and national 
belonging. In Diary, Coetzee treats these issues by placing a work of world 
literature—a series of short essays about global politics written in English 
and published in German—alongside a story about the production of that 
work and its author’s relationship with his typist. 

Some readers may have first encountered an excerpt of Diary of a Bad 
Year in a July 2007 issue of The New York Review of Books. There, one finds 
bracing short essays titled “on the origins of the state,” “on anarchism,” 
“on democracy,” “on Machiavelli,” and “on terrorism.” Aphoristic in 
length and style, the essays are interrupted every few paragraphs by a 
single paragraph, printed in boldface, in which a narrator describes 
his encounter with a shapely woman in a short red dress, whom he has 
met in his building’s laundry room. The narrator’s crass reflections on 
the shortness of the dress, the shapeliness of the woman, and his own 
comparative decrepitude provide an odd but welcome contrast to the 
dour seriousness of the political compositions. As the excerpt ends, it 
becomes clear that the diary writer is the essay writer, and the shapely 
woman in the short red dress will be his typist. 

The July teaser gives the impression that the longer book will consist 
of two voices: one impersonal, political, and a little stilted; the other 
intimate, solipsistic, and a little coarse. But in the novel, there is a third 
voice—the typist’s account of her interactions with the writer—and on 
almost every page at least two and usually three of these voices appear. 
Each is separated from the others by a thin horizontal line. At the top, 
we find the essays; in the middle, we find the author’s account of his 
interactions with the typist; and at the bottom, there is the typist’s account 
of those same encounters. What seems in The New York Review of Books 
excerpt to be a series of political and philosophical essays interrupted 
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by the occasional paragraph of personal diary appears in the novel as a 
much more balanced structure, or even a rivalry, in which the essays and 
the two diaries vie for our attention and indeed require us to organize 
our attention at every turn. While the excerpt implies that the diary ex- 
ists as light background for the strong opinions, the novel gives greater 
emphasis to the diary’s subject matter: the dictating, the typing, the 
conversation between author and typist. The novel suggests that those 
processes inform the essays’ models of sovereignty and political action. 

It is important to Coetzee’s project that the personal essay and the di- 
ary are two of the genres we associate most closely with individual voice. 
Diary’s first English edition encourages this association by displaying a 
manuscript on its cover and typewriter font on its title page—even though 
neither manuscript nor typewriter appears in the narrative. Both of these 
technologies promise what Shakespeareans call “character”: the character 
of handwriting, the character of a typewriter’s unique impression, the 
character of an author’s expression. But the novel obstructs generic 
promises of self-revelation by introducing multiple diaries and by mak- 
ing the diaries part of the novel’s action. Additionally, the fact that the 
author’s essays have been dictated and then transferred to a computer 
makes it impossible to establish whether the essays we are reading are the 
author’s words or the author’s words altered by the typist’s purposeful 
editing and the computer’s automatic interventions. The novel confirms 
that the essays are collaborative in at least minor ways: for example, the 
fourth essay begins with a reference to “talkback radio” (17), and many 
pages later we find out from one of the diaries that the South African- 
Australian author incorporated this Adelaide idiom at the suggestion of 
his Filipina-Australian secretary (51). This recursive correction makes us 
wonder whose sentiments, language, and tone are represented in each 
section of the novel, and tells us that the apparently distinct voices of 
personal essay and diary are, in important ways, collective. 

We should note that idiomatic distinctions such as “talkback radio” 
are treated diegetically, allowing the problem of idiom, if not the precise 
example, to survive translation. And it can be no accident that talkback 
radio is itself a vernacular technology: a genre which imagines hosts and 
listeners alike talking and talking back in nonstandard locutions. But the 
subject of idiom is also addressed by the novel’s comparative structure, 
which asks us to consider that there are several ways to speak, as it were, 
on any one page, and by the proliferation of diaries, whose addition and 
revision suggest the social nature of the essayist’s individualism. The 
relationship between language and community is thus treated through 
reference to vernacular writing, to be sure, but it is also treated through 
formal patterns of translation and thematic engagement with topics such 
as interiority, migration, embeddedness, and solidarity. 
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Apart from representing a collaborative interiority, the proliferation 
of diaries in the novel has an important generic effect. It shifts the text’s 
emphasis from matters of political theory (global economy, genocide, 
ethical abstraction, and so on) to matters of social realism (private 
economy, jealousy, sentiment, and so on) and, at the same time, suggests 
that social realism, insofar as it emphasizes the embeddedness of social 
agents, exerts a strong, collective—we might even say, national—pull 
on the novel’s antinational theories. We encounter those antinational 
theories in both explicit and implicit ways. Implicitly, Diary approaches 
the problem of national containment by invoking the problem of scale: 
how do we determine the boundaries of a person or a nation? The only 
pages in the novel that feature a single narrative—the only pages, that 
is, that display what appears as an individual voice—are those assigned 
to the essay “On the Afterlife,” which focuses on the question of the indi- 
vidual soul. Unsurprisingly, the essayist finds “the notion of an individual 
afterlife” unconvincing (154). Central to his critique is the changeability 
of the self and the self’s transformation through encounters with other 
selves. Which version of the individual, the essayist asks, will the afterlife 
recognize? These observations about the limitations of individuality as 
a concept are immediately followed by the second part of the novel, in 
which the essayist tries to revise not only his opinions but also his rela- 
tionship with the typist. We learn from these later pages that the earlier 
essays, including the one on the Afterlife, were influenced by the author’s 
conversations with the typist, which were in turn influenced by the typ- 
ist’s conversations with her boyfriend, which were in turn influenced by 
the boyfriend’s surreptitious reading of the author’s essays and of the 
author’s computer-born diary. This is all to say that even the pages that 
seem to feature a single voice and focus on an univocal conception of 
the self are made to function in the context of other voices: they are 
not self-contained. If the essays do not support the uniqueness of the 
individual, either as a concept or as a narrative device, neither do they 
support the uniqueness of the nation. The writer treats with irony and 
distaste the assumption “that each person on earth must belong to one 
nation or another and operate within one or another national economy” 
(78). His complaint is in part directed at the so-called naturalness of 
the assumption; and in part it is directed at the national exclusivity and 
competition that follow. 

Yet, for all its rejection of uniqueness in individuals and nations, the 
text finds room for uniqueness in collectivities such as those formed by 
the novel’s paragraphs and those generated between author and typist 
by the circulation of those paragraphs. Additionally, Coetzee’s affection 
for social realism—references to Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor Dostoevsky ap- 
pear throughout the novel—competes with his suspicion of caricature 
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and national containers. The persistence of collectivity becomes increas- 
ingly notable in the latter part of the novel, where the essayist is no 
longer committed to the version of enlargement he had espoused in 
his initial writings and where he embraces the sentiment and intimacy 
of realism even though he often disapproves of realism’s approach to 
simultaneous community. 

Diary begins with sweeping transnational and transhistorical compari- 
sons: the essayist considers together the U.S. torture of prisoners, South 
Africa’s violent preservation of apartheid, and Britain’s imposition of 
colonial rule (39-45); elsewhere, he moves from the suppression of in- 
digenous populations in Australia to histories of genocide in South Africa 
and the United States (107-9). But the novel ends with the sense that 
large-scale comparisons, while ethically necessary, are socially paralyzing. 
“Moral theory,” the essayist opines, “has never quite known what to do 
with quantity, with numbers. Is killing two people worse than killing one 
person, for example? If so, how much worse?” (204). He then queries 
comparisons of quality: “Which is worse, the death of a bird or the death 
of a human child?” (205). The problem implicit in these questions, a 
problem that concerns Coetzee in all of his recent world fictions, is not 
only how to order narratives of violence, but whether there is a single 
conceptual scale that can comprehend diverse units of analysis. Instead of 
comparison as a measure of quantity (which is more?) or quality (which is 
worse?) , Coetzee suggests that comparison might function better—more 
effectively, more sympathetically—as a practice of irreducible translation. 
In this, he does not evade or even trump the national container. Not 
really. Aspiring to solidarity without exclusion, agency without posses- 
siveness, works of comparison literature nevertheless make groups of 
various kinds. For writers such as Coetzee, the principle of comparison 
guarantees only that those groups will have to be generated over and 
over again. By creating a novel in which individual voices are modified 
by circulation, Coetzee suggests that transnational communities—like 
transnational novels—operate at several scales at once. 

Coetzee’s comparative approach, in which we are asked to see how the 
logic of transnational circulation places characters, episodes, and even 
paragraphs within multiple containers, suggests new directions for literary 
critical methodology. Historians of the transnational novel will need to 
analyze how a work participates not only in its first literary system, the 
literary system of the language in which it was composed, but also in 
the other literary systems in which it has a presence. Because a text may 
begin in several places and because it may continue to travel to numer- 
ous regions and languages, its location and culture will be dynamic and 
unpredictable. It is no longer simply a matter of determining, once and 
for all, the literary culture to which a work belongs. Comparison literature 
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such as Coetzee’s implies the intersection of three major methodologies: 
book history, theories of globalization, and translation studies. Benedict 
Anderson helped us to see that the history of national literatures requires 
the history of the book. The history of comparison literature requires the 
history of many books: excerpts, anthologies, editions, and translations. 


NOTES 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Rethinking Comparativism 


Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 


HAT IS IT THAT ONE “compare”-s in comparative literature? 

Goethe’s Weliliteratur is usually invoked when talking about 

the beginnings of a comparative literature. The other story is 
Leo Spitzer and Erich Auerbach in Turkey. There is also the story of 
the rise of the discipline of comparative literature to intellectual promi- 
nence in the United States in the period following the Second World 
War, largely as a result of the migration to the United States of a group 
of noted European comparativists seeking asylum from totalitarianism. 
This group had a great influence in fostering the theoretical transfor- 
mation of literary studies and in bringing about fundamental changes 
in national literature studies. But to think of comparative literature as 
comparative had something to do with the notion of la littérature comparée 
in France—where comparison implicitly referred to the standards of the 
French eighteenth century. This attitude is reflected in the fundamental 
premises of Pascale Casanova’s work today.' René Etiemble’s Comparaison 
nest pas raison attempted, in 1963, to combat that impulse in a manner 
that is still favorably comparable to much that goes on in the Euro-U.S. 
today.” But in terms of the questions we are asking, it is still too much 
within the internationalist side of cold war logic—going no further than 
the front-line languages of India and East Asia, with a somewhat paternal- 
istic approach. Whatever the outcome of that debate, and whatever the 
status of the classical traditions of Asia, comparative literature within the 
United States remained confined to European literary regionalism. After 
the Cold War, the division between a Eurocentric comparative literature 
and geopolitically oriented “area studies” seemed to have become less 
tenable than before. But comparison in favor of the European tradition 
has remained in place. 

Seen another way, comparison assumes a level playing field and the 
field is never level, if only in terms of the interest implicit in the perspec- 
tive. It is, in other words, never a question of compare and contrast, but 
rather a matter of judging and choosing. When the playing fields are 
not even continuous, the problem becomes immense. Most metropoli- 
tan countries acknowledge the problem simply because of the volume 
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of migration in recent decades. There, a certain degree of levelness 
(entry into the circuit of citizenship, desired when denied) is already 
established. I, on the other hand, write as I have always written, as soon 
as I began to publish in the seventies, with a sense of the world rather 
than the demands of immigrants, in themselves also and of course a 
powerful disciplinary initiative. I would, however, like to distinguish my 
position, simply because it does not arise from “the forcing of cultures 
into greater proximity.” Charles Bernheimer wanted comparative lit- 
erature to include “subaltern perspectives.”* As I have regularly noted, 
I am just as regularly asked to help curate shows that will, give or take 
the culture, “bring the barrio to the museum.” This is to misunderstand 
even the way in which denial/desire/demand work in the establishment 
of the class-cross-hatched space of migrant generations in metropolitan 
space. The degree of systemic change necessary for such transference 
to take place is precisely the issue. 


It is absurd to expect a humanities discipline to bring about these 
changes. The result of the steady influx of people from elsewhere into 
the metropolis and the attendant demands are reflected in compara- 
tive literature in the last few decades in the following way: each literary 
tradition, tied to a dominant language group, confronts the narratives 
produced by this Eurocentric history, more or less. Thus we have a con- 
frontation of comparative literature and East Asian languages; compara- 
tive literature and South Asian languages; comparative literature and 
Central/North Asian languages are just stirring. comparative literature 
and Arabic/Persian/Turkish shades off into Orientalism as such (“a man- 
ner of regularized (or Orientalized) writing, vision, and study, dominated 
by imperatives, perspectives, and ideological biases ostensibly suited to 
the Orient”) and, through Bulgarian, into Ottoman studies and Balkan 
studies.* The modern period in each of these language groups relates 
in a different way to that main tradition, which remains “Europe” as af- 
fected by Eastern European theory filtered through France. 

We are not speaking of cultural studies here. Very generally speaking, 
I think it is safe to say that cultural/ethnic studies, generally considered 
to be the political corrective to Eurocentric comparative literature, legiti- 
mizes the implicit comparison by reversal. This is of course too sweeping a 
generalization and would have to be modified in any extended discussion. 

Mainstream comparative literature divided over French theory. It has 
been touched also by the transformation of German theory through 
the fall of mere socialism. One consequence of these circumstances 
was the flight of intellectuals and the rise of comparativism. The much 
more resplendent social-philosophical consequence of that was Hannah 
Arendt and the Frankfurt School. 
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This is the set we consider when we think of rethinking comparativism. 
When we, the first generation of U.S. PhDs in comparative literature, were 
graduate students in the sixties, we took a certain pride in asserting that 
the word “comparative” in our discipline was a misnomer, that the point 
about comparative literature was that it did not exactly “compare.” For 
the last few years, some of us have been trying to rethink comparativism 
by pondering how exactly comparative literature does not compare and 
how that not-comparing can shelter something affirmative. 

I think the solution we found in the sixties is not quite right for these 
times. Those of us who belonged to the U.S. mainstream of comparative 
literature found affinity among national literatures in place of what the 
verb “compare” offers: not only the etymological “pairing with” but also 
some hint of ranking. We found a strong ally in the theory of archetypes, 
psychoanalytic with C. G. Jung and R. D. Laing, literary-historical with 
Thomas O. Brown and Northrop Frye. Notions of the collective uncon- 
scious allowed us to bypass the problem of comparison and ranking. 
That line of work has found a strong champion today in my colleague 
and friend David Damrosch.° I admire his work so greatly and so enjoy 
working with him that I should make clear that in this context, now, my 
thinking is different from his. 

What was especially useful for us in those early days was the study of 
topoi, sets of imageme-narrateme-philosophemes that seemed to travel 
without either historical or psychic ballast across the history of literatures 
and cultures that make us code geography, write our world. The Greek 
god Apollo and the Hindu goddess of learning, Saraswati, share the swan 
as a familiar. Ernst Robert Curtius was our guide bere P In the nineties, I 
wrote on “Echo” in this manner, finding in the nonagential voicing of the 
Greek mythological figure a way to think about woman’s fate, particularly 
in postcoloniality.’ As graduate students, we had been helped by the topo- 
logical phenomenologies of Gaston Bachelard, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and 
Georges Poulet.’ I still recognize those trajectories in Emmanuel Levinas 
(though not as a placeholder for comparison) and, of course, in the work 
of Jacques Derrida, whose brilliant topological slides do indeed teach us 
to think about relations without relations between diverse European texts. 

Encompassing structures and archetypo-topical texture, not strictly 
polarized, helped us think affinity in place of mere comparison. We know 
today that those great networks of affiliations work by way of exclusions. 
Apollo and Saraswati quietly ignore those who have no right to learn- 
ing. It is perhaps not too contentious to point out also that, in today’s 
divided world, to discover varieties of sameness is to give in too easily to 
the false promises of a level playing field. 

I am standing with my mother in Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris. 
For a week we have fed our ears on academic French. Suddenly I hear 
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an exchange in the harsh accents of upstate New York. I turn to my 
mother and say, in Bengali, roughly this: “Hard to listen to this stuff.” 
And my mother: “Dear, a mother tongue.” My mother, caught up as she 
was in the heyday of resistance against the Raj, still extended imagina- 
tive charity to English. 

I have told this story before and will say it again. Today I hold on to the 
fact that there is a language we learn first, mixed with the prephenomenal, 
which stamps the metapsychological circuits of “lingual memory.”? The 
child invents a language, beginning by bestowing signification upon a 
part-object (Melanie Klein). The parents “learn” this language. Because 
they speak a named language, the child’s language gets inserted into 
the named language with a history before the child’s birth, which will 
continue after its death. As the child begins to navigate this language, 
he/she is beginning to access the entire interior network of the language, 
all its possibility of articulations, for which the best metaphor that can be 
found is—especially in the age of computers—“memory.” By comparison, 
“cultural memory” is a crude concept of narrative rememorization that 
attempts to privatize the historical record. 

Comparative literature imagines that each language may be activated in 
this special way and makes an effort to produce a simulacrum through the 
reflexivity of language as habit. Here we translate not the content but the 
very moves of languaging. We can provisionally call this peculiar form of 
translation before translation the “comparison” in comparative literature. 

This is not to make an opposition between the natural spontaneity of 
the emergence of “my languaged place” and the artificial effortfulness of 
learning foreign languages. Rather it is to emphasize the metapsychologi- 
cal and telecommunicative nature of the subject’s being encountered by 
the languaging of place.” If we entertain the spontaneous/artificial op- 
position, we will possibly value our own place over all and thus defeat the 
ethical comparativist impulse. Embracing another place as my creolized 
space may be a legitimation by reversal. We know now that the hybrid is 
not an issue here. If, on the other hand, we recall the helplessness before 
history (our own and of the languaged place) in our acquisition of our 
first dwelling in language, we just may sense the challenge of producing 
a simulacrum, always recalling that this language too, depending on the 
subject’s history, can inscribe lingual memory—in other words, a sense 
of equivalence among languages, rather than a comparison of historico- 
civilizational content. Etienne Balibar has suggested that equivalence 
blurs differences, whereas equality requires them. Precisely because civil 
war may be the allegoric name for an extreme form of untranslatability, 
it is that “blurring” that comparative literature needs. 

I am not making claims of cultural equivalence or full translatability 
—the unexamined, dull anthropologism of cultural relativism. If you 
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do not assume language to be isomorphic with cultural formation, you 
cannot move to such convictions. The apparent discrepancies in cultural 
power, measured on the grid of place to space, are meaningful in terms 
of the language’s relative elaboration and importance. They become a 
matter of constative historical inquiry and performative resistance in the 
present, always waiting for what will have happened.” This is why we must 
remain mindful that the assumption of equivalence is upstream from all 
the historical language battles of postcoloniality and neocolonial power 
that are still being fought and must continue to be fought. I repeat that 
this is not nativism; any language or language(s) can perform this func- 
tion. If in situations of migration, the first language is lost, it is still a 
loss—not because of any kind of nationalist nostalgia—but because that 
originary metapsychological constitution of ethical semiosis is deactivated. 
I think there is some kind of historical process that shifts those mecha- 
nisms into the newly chosen “naturalized” “first” language—which oper- 
ates most successfully in the second generation. 

Our rethinking of comparativism starts, then, with the admission that 
as language, languages are equivalent, and that deep language learning 
must implode into a simulacrum of lingual memory. We must wait for 
this implosion, which we sense after the fact, or, perhaps, others sense 
in us, and we thus enter into a relationship with the language that is 
rather different from the position of a comparer, a charter of influence, 
who supposedly occupies a place above the linguistic traditions to be 
compared. In other words, I have had enough of being told that impe- 
rialism gave us the novel. 

Comparative literature, then, begins to insist on the irreducibility of 
idiom, even as it insists on translation as commonly understood. When 
we rethink comparativism, we think of translation as an active rather 
than a prosthetic practice. I have often said that translation is the most 
intimate act of reading. Thus translation comes to inhabit the new poli- 
tics of comparativism as reading itself, in the broadest possible sense. 

In the name of comparativism as equivalence, we are prepared to 
undertake a serious and continuous undoing of nationalist or national 
language-based reading. We have not moved too far from the regionalist 
impulse of the initial vision of European comparative literature. We have 
simply announced a worldly future. It is our hope that, in this process, the 
performativity of comparativism will face the task of undoing historical 
injustice toward languages associated with peoples who were not success- 
fully competitive within capitalism—with the added proviso that these 
languages attempt to establish an interconnection among themselves 
through our disciplinary and institutional help. This will take us a step 
outside the necessarily nation-centered and culture-centered frontiers 
of the United Nations. 
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The idea of a subaltern collectivity of languages and literatures outside 
of national-language restrictions is a difficult one. In order to take the 
diversified subaltern or less-taught languages out of enclavist or collectivist 
pedagogy and politics, to save comparative literature from unacknowl- 
edged and exclusivist comparison, structural and epistemological changes 
are required. I will quote some prose here that reflects a long, ongoing 
effort at institutional change. The implicit terms of resistance—this is 
against globalization—entrenches comparison beyond the discipline, in- 
deed situates the discipline upon contemporary cognitive topography in 
a negligible niche. I leave this caution here, proceed to the institutional 
passages, and close with two readings that can only look forward to the 
necessary yet impossible institutional guarantee of access to equivalence. 
Here is the institutional passage, used in a couple of grant proposals: 


Even as we want to include Europe and necessarily the United States in any 
version of a globalized world, we also recognize that our efforts cannot succeed 
without a thorough-going program of the less-taught languages of that world 
... This latter group could only be taught for a few semesters, with insufficient 
quality control, by insufficiently trained instructors, and with no possibility of 
students moving on to a major or a doctoral track. This lack of parity between 
established and less-taught languages goes against the very spirit of an enlight- 
ened globalization of the curriculum. This is matched by the lack of parity 
between teachers of language and teachers of literature in all U.S. universities 
... The labor is, of course, immense. It will involve faculty development semi- 
nars, postdoctoral fellows, extensive and new recruitment procedures, and the 
involvement of national professional associations. There must be a consortium, 
since the less commonly taught languages are many, the need is acute, no single 
university could hope to cover all bases and, given distant learning resources, 
the first stages of language learning could easily be shared.” 


It is in view of the resistance to institutional change that I often speak 
of the humanities supplementing globalization by providing a world. The 
worldliness of our new comparative literature could be a key element in 
this continuing and persistent effort. For, given the differential between 
the “first” language and others, the equivalence that would formalize our 
new comparative literature will never be fully established. We must always 
work in the element of simulacra, putting in place a bond between the 
world’s neglected languages. The literature of Okinawa will then take 
its place with the wisdom songs of Ghana and the historical fables of 
the Popol Vuh. 

I want to make a methodological point before I conclude. We start 
from an assumption of linguistic equivalence, which rests on language’s 
capacity to inscribe. Always with one language as accidental standard, we 
escape national restrictions and create the simulacrum of equivalence 
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through deep language learning across the spectrum of the subaltern 
languages of the world. The diversity and singularity of idiom remain a 
constant reminder of the singularity of languages. The absence of mate- 
rial equivalence provokes historical study. Within this procedural frame, 
how do we read now as comparativists? 

Over the last few years, teaching the introductory course in compara- 
tive literature and society to graduate and undergraduate alike, I have 
drawn a conclusion: in disciplinary method we remain astute. Attention 
to idiom, demonstration through textual analysis, acquisition of expertise 
in plotting the play of logic in rhetoric and vice versa. Insofar as our 
object of investigation is concerned, however, we acknowledge as com- 
parativist any attempt that the text makes to go outside of its space-time 
enclosure, the history and geography by which the text is determined. 
Thus disciplinary convention expands toward what would otherwise 
escape it, and the field expands greatly, in many ways. 

I now test my notion of textual comparativism with a look at Medoruma 
Shun’s short story translated "Hope "D 

“Hope” has been called “the first post-colonial work of Okinawan litera- 
ture.”'* Like all postcoloniality, it looks forward to an undecidable future. 
Its very title, “Hope,” out of joint with the narrative content, gives us a 
sense of this. How can it help us in the task of rethinking comparative 
literature in view of such an undecidable future? 

By my disciplinary responsibility I would have to undertake the difficult 
journey of entering Japanese idiom and its relationship to the idiom of 
Okinawa. I would have to plot the relationships as I would, with appro- 
priate differences, in Ireland or Hong Kong. I am ill prepared for this. 
What I can attempt now is the lesson of reading—locating an impulse 
toward comparativism in this new sense in the story itself. 

The story is about a sacrifice and a suicide. Upon a scene of political 
conflict, such a double gesture often reflects a comparativism of last re- 
sort: a plea to the political other to recognize equivalence, to respond, 
and, finally, to end oppression. I have been long attracted to this species 
of comparativism, attempting to go outside of the space-timc enclosure, 
when that enclosure means oppression, colonial or gendered or both, 
undoing history and geography by inscribing the body with death. 

I place the story of “Hope” in that genre with “Can the Subaltern 
Speak?” with suicide bombing in Palestine, with Viken Berberian’s The 
Bicyclist, with Santosh Sivan’s “The Terrorist,” a film dealing with anti- 
colonial resistance and gender in Sri Lanka. 

One of the characteristics of this species of comparativism in extremis 
is the double bind between ethics and politics. This too is a theme that 
attracts me greatly. 
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(Comparativism in extremis is not a disciplinary choice of method. It can 
be located in our objects of investigation if it is represented. Compara- 
tivism in extremis is a political gesture when response [perhaps based 
on that lesson of equivalence in a context broader than our discipline] 
is denied. I have given above a few examples of such representation, 
including “Hope.” Bamako, a film I will discuss at the end of this essay, 
is a teaching text, not a representation of comparativisim in extremis. 
The film hopes that its lesson—the difference between resistance and 
the people—will be learned. Other examples of the representation of 
comparison in extremis—merely indexed—is a line in Rabindranath 
Tagore that I have discussed elsewhere. Speaking of the people to whom 
human rights were denied millennially in India, he writes: “‘mrityumajhe 
hobe tobe chitabhashshe shobar shoman—you [addressing his “unfortunate 
country”] will then be equal to all of them in the ashes of death, thus 
predicting the death of a nation.” The only thing that will make me 
equal to you, because you deny response, is a shared death. This is also 
the theme of Ernesto Cardenal’s poem “Prayer for Marilyn Monroe” 
(1965), made into a film by the Instituto Cubano de Arte e Industria 
Cinematografico [ICAIC], where the items of comparison are Marilyn 
Monroe, with her desperate life on the one hand and the millions of 
dead children in Latin America on the other, standing in as victims of 
the U.S. system, a place of no response. Cardenal is a priest, a liberation 
theologian—for him in death the two sides were equal in God’s eyes, 
comparison as equivalence in extremis. Perhaps it may be said that our 
lesson of learning equivalence, practicing equivalence, indexing a small 
epistemic change or shift, may come to facilitate a world where compari- 
son in extremis will no longer be required.) 


A double bind, then. Between ethics (I must not kill) and politics (I 
can have a “response” from my nonrespondent[s] only in a shared death). 

To some the double bind seems a dangerous idea. And yet, to deny its 
pervasiveness leads to failed revolutions. Paradoxically, to acknowledge 
its pervasiveness does not lead to unqualified success. This is its danger. 
I have put together a somewhat positive description, which I will share 
with you today. This by no means exhausts the power and danger of the 
double bind. The one thing that we can propose is that the fiction and 
reality of comparativism in extremis often makes visible the double bind 
between ethics and politics. 

Here, then, is my somewhat bland and optimistic account of the double 
bind, which some of you have already heard: 

The double bind can be a general description of all doing, all think- 
ing as doing, all self-conscious living. Contradictory instructions come 
to us at all times. We learn to listen to them and remain in the game. 
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When and as we make a decision, we know that we have broken the 
double bind into a single bind, as it were, and that change will have to 
be undertaken soon, or, things will change. If we don’t know this, our 
selfcongratulation is typically followed by denial or bewilderment.’ 

To put it formulaically, as does the fiction, the political situation re- 
quires the violence of sacrifice: “What Okinawa needs now is not demonstra- 
tions by thousands of people or rallies by tens of thousands, but the death of one 
American child.”!° Yet the ethical unacceptability of violence requires the 
destruction of the political subject or actor. The pull of the ethical is so 
strong that the political act cannot be described as willed: “Just as fluids 
in the bodies of a small creature that is frightened suddenly turn into 
poison, [so] this deed of mine is natural and what had to happen [ hitsu- 
zen] for this island, I thought.” And the pull of the political is so strong 
that the act representing the ethical is also a sacrifice and a destruction. 
The impossibility of containing the ethical subject in its worldly envelope 
is indicated in the text by the management of time: 


At the moment that I reclosed the trunk, the sun broke through the cloud veil 
that covered the sky. I am sweating, and I break out in goose bumps. I crossed the 


forest on foot... and returned home . . . The air conditioning doesn’t work . . . I 
lower the windows but I pour with sweat. I went up to Naha city . . . I pour a bottle 
of gasoline on my jacket and pants .. . A group of junior high schoolchildren 


came running.” 


The sweating and sacrificing body breaks through into the present tense 
as the narrative progresses in the past tense. The body reenters the nar- 
rated past as an object before language in the last sentence. 

On the side of the dominant, there is the longing for a release from 
the double bind between nationalism (the political) and responsibility 
(the ethical). Thus Oe Kenzaburo repeats a phrase in 1969: “Is it pos- 
sible to change to a Japanese who is not a Japanese?”!® 

The dominant can also refuse this longing and simply deny the double 
bind. Here is a comment from the staff of the Japan Policy Research In- 
stitute: “Americans are likely to be shocked by Medoruma’s subject matter 
and tone.” It is a well-meaning comment, for the staff then proceed to 
list U.S. marine criminal activity against Ryukyuans, especially females. 
Yet to separate nationalism and responsibility is precisely a denial of the 
double bind that can reduce resistance to the politically correct. 

One of the incidental but altogether astute moments in “Hope” is 
when the narrator recognizes that every inhabitant of the island is not 
infected by what I am calling comparativism in extremis—the necessity 
to call for a response from the colonizer. The first gesture from an is- 
lander is the innocent one of joy at seeing a known person on TV! And 
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the last gesture is the equally innocent frivolity of the children kicking 
the agent reduced to object. Between these two gestures of innocence 
lies the story, apparently useless. Commemorated in fiction, it becomes 
useful if we learn how to read as we mark time toward a comparativism 
of equivalence. 

Without this, we cannot pick up the message if an artist points at the 
distance between protest and the people. Abderrahmane Sissako’s film 
Bamako (2006), for example, is regularly read like a documentary of 
protest by most policy-oriented folks. 

The film stages a trial, held in an African compound, by African judges 
and lawyers, with the participation of two white lawyers on either side, 
of the World Bank for its crimes in Africa. The trial is contained within 
fragments of local action and a slim subplot about the death of a char- 
ismatic singer’s husband. 

The new comparativism can read this film as a filmic discourse on 
epistemic discontinuity in the welding of place. We notice how much of 
the staging is in terms of a relief map of languages, colonial and local. 
The trial is framed by a community where only the ones who have gradu- 
ated into the discursive practice of the good whites are able to “speak 
the truth.” The director took good care to point this out by making the 
subplot with a very attractive singer, by closing the film with her, focus- 
ing on her husband’s death, and making clear that it has little to do 
with the main argument. The high point of eloquence in the film, and 
deliberately, if you notice the framing, is the good white guy (apparently 
the director just gave them the parts and said, “now speak”)—makes 
us think precisely about the problem. There are also the moments of 
grassroots choice when access to the “trial” of the World Bank is turned 
off by the young men of the village, the real agents of collaboration with 
the destruction of the country. The bridge agents are a woman who is 
accused of not fitting the evidentiary structure and, on another level 
altogether, the traditional healer who utters (apparently in a language 
not necessarily understood by the “native speakers”). The complexity of 
the framing is evident also in the presence of the film within the film, 
an exaggerated eye-catching African Western. 

The entire film can be a figuration of why resistance against the trans- 
national agencies misfires. But it is inconvenient and counterintuitive 
to understand this. 

A few images now merely to suggest how the film might figure the 
separation, indeed the discontinuity, between resistance and the people." 
It is not without significance, surely, that the World Social Forum had 
had a meeting in Bamako just before the film’s release. I will repeat my 
earlier points in order to relate them to the images. 
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We are looking at a symbolic trial of the World Bank, staged in an 
African compound in Bamako. Sissako places two persons outside the 
frame: the charismatic female singer who would travel easily into the mu- 
sical circle of global protest and the traditional healer. The name of the 
film appears on the screen after those two placings outside of the work. 





Figure 2. Healer leaves trial 


Here is the woman singing simply to show her forceful presence in 
the film. Indeed this bit is used to promote the film—although it is not 
part of the trial, where the participating Africans have achieved sufficient 
continuity with the European Enlightenment to be able to criticize its 
travesty: 
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Figure 3. Singer’s dynamism 


Now to images where, in the film, Sissako distinguishes carefully be- 
tween the difference in the response. 

First, the good white guy testifying against the World Bank. He speaks 
in metaphors and the audience is shown responding collectively. 





Figure 4. Good white guy 


Next, the black woman testifying. She is eloquent, speaks more statis- 
tics. The response is more singular, less public. 
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Figure 5. Black woman testifying 


Then the traditional healer, who finally intervenes, out of place. This 
is an undecidable moment, the moment of a double bind. For, if Ma- 
madou Diouf is right, the Africans here do not necessarily understand 
what he sings. It may indeed be a procedural complaint on his own 
behalf. The response is mysterious, a pattern of close-ups of individual 
faces. We contemplate the distinction between singularity—repeatable 
difference—and the individual subject. 





Figure 6. Healer singing 


Contrast the much more innocent and open response to the African- 
Western film within a film. This too is discontinuous from the trial. The 
African Western, with Danny Glover starring, is a generic opposite from 
Bamako, the film in which it is embedded. That is already a discontinuity. 
Further, the kind of innocent joy in such bloody mayhem that is portrayed 
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in the mother and daughter is remote indeed from a critique of Western 
benevolence, from a social position in society within that enclosure, as 
represented by the “educated” Africans participating in the trial. 





Figure 7. Innocent response to African Western 


Without overparsing, it remains noticeable that there are no white 
women in the film, no global feminist solidarity as is evident at the World 
Social Forum. Gender is the alibi for the entire spectrum of good and 
bad globalizing intervention. Has a criticism been represented here on 
the workings of the screen? For, as I have mentioned, Sissako takes good 
care to present a taxonomy of black women, roughly in terms of distance 
from the European Enlightenment, if you like. Islam is elsewhere. The 
“Muslim” woman (presumably the other African women are Muslim 
too) swears in the home of Allah and disappears from the film. And, 
at the film’s end, an Islamic ritual—the funeral of the man who begins 
the film—with no more than minimal subtextual development. And 
yet the implicit possibility of a male solidarity is clearly shown across 
the color-class line across the line where the black African has achieved 
rational epistemic continuity with the white European. When Maitre 
Rapaport—incidentally an actual person—interrupts on the side of the 
prosecution, his white colleague says to him, not waiting for procedure: 
“Shut up,” with a gesture behind his rump. 
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Figure 8. “Shut up” 


When he addresses the court, the men active in the village world of 
unofficial microgovernance (please contrast this to world governance) 
disconnect the loudspeaker, also without waiting for procedure. 





Figure 9. Africans disconnect loudspeaker 


Sessako and I have slipped in the question of gender, bigger than 
capital, since both sides are caught in reproductive heteronormativity 
and use gender as an instrument, an alibi—“the surrogate proletariat”; 
a question that the organized left intellectual, out of touch, expects only 
women and queers to ask, which is why a feisty philosopher like Agnes 
Heller, deeply sympathetic to women, says she is “against ‘feminism.’” 

In conclusion, I quote two paragraphs from my forthcoming book 
to designate the position from where my stereotype of myself rethinks 
comparativism. 
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In 1992, asked to give the first T. B. Davie Memorial lecture at the 
University of Cape Town after the lifting of apartheid, I suggested that 
we learn to use the European Enlightenment from below. I used the 
expression “ab-use,” because the Latin prefix “ab” says much more than 
“below.” Indicating both “motion away” and “agency, point of origin,” 
“supporting,” as well as “the duties of slaves,” it nicely captures the double 
bind of the postcolonial and the metropolitan migrant regarding the 
Enlightenment. As such, we want the public sphere gains and private 
sphere constraints of the Enlightenment; yet we must also find something 
relating to “our own history” to counteract the fact that the Enlighten- 
ment came, to colonizer and colonized alike, through colonialism, to 
support a destructive “free trade.” But “ab-use” can be a misleading 
neographism and come to mean simply “abuse.” That should be so far 
from our intentions that I thought to sacrifice precision and range and 
simply say “from below.” This too rankles, for it assumes that “we,” who- 
ever we are, are below the level of the Enlightenment. A double bind. 

The phrase “double bind” comes from Gregory Bateson’s Steps to an 
Ecology of the Mind, first published in 1972. To begin with, the double 
bind was a way for him to understand childhood schizophrenia quali- 
tatively. Bateson was, however, aware that “[b]oth those whose life is 
enriched by trans-contextual gifts and those who are impoverished by trans- 
contextual confusion are alike in one respect: for them there is always 
or often a ‘double take.’” In other words, inhabiting thus the two ends 
of the spectrum, the double bind could be generalized. In “A Theory of 
Play and Fantasy,” Bateson spelled out the training of the imagination 
in terms of a mise en abyme, an indefinite series of mutual reflections. 
This “training,” the bulwark of an aesthetic education, habitually fails with 
religion and nationalism: “Up in the dim region where art, magic, and 
religion meet and overlap, human beings have evolved the ‘metaphor 
that is meant,’ the flag which men will die to save, and the sacrament that 
is felt to be more than ‘an outward and visible sign, given unto us’”;?! 
it is interesting that Freud mentions the same two items—“Throne and 
Altar”—in “Fetishism,” as the monitors of fetishistic illogic.” 

A comparativism rethought might restore the metaphor to this white 
mythology. In Goethe’s spirit, we can interminably prepare ourselves to 
work in the hope of a promise of equivalence to subaltern spaces and 
times, a hope cradled in despair except when reading flourishes. 

Working a century ago, Franz Boas clearly indicated the need for 
deciding if the cultures of “primitive” places had independent origins 
or were influenced by transmission. To compare seemed to be the only 
solution. The time for that initial anthropologistic comparativism is long 
over for us. Undoubtedly we should not rule out the contrast between 
historically independent origin and a comparativist study of dissemina- 
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tion from our discipline. In order to be able to do this as part of the 
discipline, however, we have to take a step back and perform the epis- 
temological difference, looking forward to an epistemic difference “to 
come”: the lesson of thinking the equivalence of language, potentially, 
in the metapsychological theater. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


The Uses of Incommensurability in Anthropology 


Richard Handler 


N COMMON USAGE, THE VERB “to compare” has two distinct mean- 
ings: on the one hand, to liken, to describe as similar; on the other 
hand, to note similarities and differences. When speakers have the 
first meaning in mind, they can assert that because two phenomena 
are different, they “cannot be compared” (apples and oranges, as we 
say). Such usage shades into a related one that has explicit evaluative 
overtones: people say that two phenomena cannot be compared when 
they mean to rank one decisively above the other. (For example, “you 
can’t compare [the quality of] Major League Baseball to [that of] Little 
League Baseball.”) When people have the second meaning in mind, the 
question often becomes: given two similar phenomena, what significance 
should we attach to their differences? For anthropologists, this question 
(in the study of human culture, what difference does difference make?) 
has always been crucial. In this essay, I will explore what I consider to be 
the productive use not just of difference, but of incommensurable difference. 
To study the relationship between similarity and difference entails 
consideration of the relationship between apparently discrete phenom- 
ena (“things”) and the linguistic and cultural categories we use to group 
them. Do people group things together because they are similar, or do 
they conceive them to be similar because they group them together? 
(We can ask the same questions about differences.) More generally, the 
question “what is a thing?” has bedeviled modern anthropology and 
modern social sciences. In his seminal treatise on method, Emile Durk- 
heim wrote, “The first and most fundamental rule is: Consider social 
facts as things.” According to Durkheim, social facts should be considered 
as things since they are external to individual actors. But Durkheim also 
knew that social facts are not things since, unlike other natural phenom- 
ena (such as those of biology), they include, and are in part constituted 
by, what he famously called collective representations.’ As we shall see, 
the comparative study of collective representations entails translation, 
which in turn raises the issue of incommensurability—the situation of 
phenomena that are, ostensibly, impossible to measure or compare in 
terms of the same metric. 
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Comparison in anthropology differs depending on which of two grand 
epistemological traditions, the positivist and the interpretive (correspond- 
ing to Durkheim’s emphasis on social facts as things, and on collective 
representations, respectively), it engages.” In traditions we can loosely 
call positivist, it is thought possible to identify phenomena (from ma- 
terial items like tools to social institutions like “the family” to cultural 
assemblages like “ancestor worship”) that exist in different cultural set- 
tings; in other words, classes of things that are in some important sense 
“the same” no matter the particularities of their historical and cultural 
context. Typically, in this tradition, analysis of similarity and difference 
leads to generalizations about causality linked, often, to ideas about hu- 
man nature or about the nature of culture and society. 

In traditions we can loosely call interpretive, objects of study are 
not considered to be given in advance; rather, they are thought to be 
constructed in semiotically mediated exchanges between “observer and 
observed,” outsider and insider, anthropologist and “native.” In this tradi- 
tion, the anthropologist starts with concepts or models (like the family 
or ancestor worship) that orient research, but that cannot be assumed as 
apt analogues for realities that exist elsewhere. Anthropological research 
and writing leads to revised understandings of one’s initial terms (and 
the familiar worlds to which they belong) as well as to an emergent un- 
derstanding of other peoples’ worlds. This kind of anthropology aims not 
for causal analysis, but for comparative reinterpretation of both insiders’ 
and outsiders’ cultural worlds. 

Anthropologists on both sides of this epistemological divide agree 
that their discipline is inherently comparative; as Margaret Mead once 
wrote, “every single statement that an anthropologist makes is a com- 
parative statement.” Thus, anthropologists do not speak of “comparative 
anthropology” as a distinct field or subfield in the way scientists speak 
of comparative anatomy or humanists of comparative literature. Rather, 
anthropologists see their discipline as inherently comparative because 
its fundamental intellectual dilemma is the relationship between human 
diversity (understood in terms of historical, social, and/or cultural par- 
ticularity) and human unity (we are all members of the same species). 
Given human unity (as a species), what difference, anthropologists 
ask, does cultural difference make? To answer such a question requires 
comparison of the kind anthropologists routinely call “cross-cultural.” 

Anthropological cross-cultural comparison is one variety of the type 
of comparison practiced in the social sciences. In these disciplines, 
comparison is understood to work across collective kinds, that is, social 
groups conceptualized, roughly, as species are conceptualized in the 
natural sciences. Acceptance of an analogy between what we might call 
naturally and nationally occurring kinds has meant that in the social 
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sciences, comparison has tended to work across such “units” as nation- 
states, societies, cultures, tribes, or races. 

The geographic and temporal range of comparison in anthropology 
differs from the range of comparison in the other social sciences due to 
the peculiar history of anthropology as a residual category in the modern 
curriculum. As George Stocking explains, “as the various human sciences 
gradually differentiated themselves . . . during the nineteenth century, the 
peoples who became the primary subject matter of anthropology dropped 
through the boundary spaces between the gradually separating disciplines.” 
History, for example, had no place for “people whose only records were 
oral traditions,” just as political economy (and ultimately politics and eco- 
nomics) lost interest in “peoples outside the cash nexus.” Anthropology 
became the discipline responsible for all those places, peoples, and epochs 
that were considered beneath contempt or “without history” by the other 
disciplines.* In contrast to the other social sciences, anthropologists have 
always struggled to understand what other, non-Western (or nonmodern, 
or simply “uncivilized”) people had to teach them about humanity. To put 
this slightly differently, for anthropologists, the question of what the hu- 
man species is “as such” has always been open to dispute in ways it hasn’t 
been for most other disciplines. Responsible within the university for the 
study of varieties of humanity that held no interest for other scholars, an- 
thropologists included in their cross-cultural comparative studies historic 
and ethnographic materials that had been deemed irrelevant by the other 
disciplines. In theory, anthropologists could not presuppose any particular 
variety of humankind as their disciplinary starting point. 

In practice, of course, late-nineteenth-century anthropologists held 
most of the presuppositions concerning the absolute superiority of 
Western civilization that all educated Euro-Americans of the time held. 
As such, the discipline propagated an essentially negative understanding 
of who its objects of study were. “They” were considered to lack what 
“we” (modern Euro-Americans) had developed; comparison in profes- 
sional anthropology was born as invidious comparison. But from the 
beginning, anthropologists struggled against that legacy. Much of the 
history of anthropology in the twentieth century has been a struggle to 
critique and to transcend the racist, socioevolutionary anthropology of 
the Victorian age. Making sense of incommensurable cultural differences 
has been, and remains, central to that intellectual project. 


The Unit Problem 


Arecent encyclopedia entry on “cross-cultural research” names Edward B. 
Tylor’s 1888 paper, “On a Method of Investigating the Development of 
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Institutions; Applied to Laws of Marriage and Descent,” as “the first cross- 
cultural study” in anthropology.’ The preeminent British anthropologist 
of the Victorian age, Tylor was concerned to establish anthropology as a 
natural science, which, for him, meant showing that human civilization 
had everywhere developed according to the same laws and principles, and 
following the same stages of growth. In the 1888 paper, he pioneered a 
statistical method of working out both historical and functional relation- 
ships, in order to “demonstrate that the problems of anthropology are 
amenable to scientific treatment.” 

Explaining at the outset that he had spent “many years” collecting 
“evidence found among between three and four hundred peoples, rang- 
ing from insignificant savage hordes to great cultured nations,” Tylor 
constructed tables of “adhesions” (or correlations) to show the systematic 
clustering of customs or culture traits. From such clusters, Tylor inferred 
both historical sequences (which he presumed to be unidirectional and 
determined by natural factors) and functional relationships. For example, 
Tylor argued that the clustering of such traits as in-law avoidance, “resi- 
dence after marriage” (whether the husband went to live with the wife’s 
people, or vice versa), and teknonymy (a term Tylor coined to designate 
the naming of parents after their children, as in such appellations as 
“father of Mary”) strongly suggested that matriarchy had preceded 
patriarchy in the history of civilization. And from the clustering of cer- 
tain systems of kinship terminology, marriage rules, and the ceremony 
of “marriage by capture,” Tylor argued that the function of exogamy 
(prescribed out-marriage) is to create political alliances. He conveyed 
this conclusion in what was to become a famous anthropological apho- 
rism: “Again and again in the world’s history, savage tribes must have 
had plainly before their minds the simple practical alternative between 
marrying-out and being killed out.” 

Tylor delivered his paper at a meeting of the Anthropological Institute 
of Great Britain and Ireland, and one of the oral responses, from the 
chair of the session, Francis Galton, became famous in the literature 
as “Galton’s problem.” Galton thought Tylor’s results needed to be 
screened to eliminate comparisons between apparently independent 
customs (“found,” as Tylor said, among apparently separate “peoples”) 
that were in fact “duplicate copies of the same original.” The larger 
question, debated for decades, concerned the relative place in human 
history of “independent invention,” on the one hand, and “diffusion,” 
on the other. For Tylor, cross-cultural comparison showed the human 
mind working everywhere in similar fashion and human civilization 
progressing through orderly stages of development. In this compara- 
tive perspective, the appearance worldwide of similar customs testified 
to a uniform causality underpinning human history. Human rationality 
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responded everywhere in the same way to similar natural conditions. 
Diffusionists, on the other hand, explained worldwide cultural similari- 
ties in terms of borrowing or migration. From their perspective, Tylor’s 
adhesions did not provide conclusive evidence of causal sequences or 
functional relationships, since any particular assemblage of customs may 
have moved across space and time as a totality rather than developed 
independently (in the same causal sequence) again and again. 

Anthropologists no longer debate diffusion versus independent inven- 
tion, but it is remarkable that theorists of globalization in the past two 
decades have not been more cognizant of the social-scientific history of 
the issue, nor of the epistemological dilemmas it poses. Galton’s problem 
never went away, and I discuss it here as the unit problem. For present 
purposes, I am most interested in the epistemological difficulties that 
ensnare us when we consider two types of phenomena—1) groups of 
people (“societies” or “cultures”) and 2) social institutions or cultural 
traits—as analogous units readily available (as if they existed in nature) 
for comparison. It will be convenient to survey the problem as it appears 
in the work of another anthropological ancestor, Ruth Benedict. 

In Tylor’s collection of evidence, the basic comparative unit might 
be termed a person-people report. By this I mean a case study or body 
of documented evidence constructed by one European “participant- 
observer” (usually, a missionary, colonial officer, trader, travel writer, or 
ethnographer, working with unacknowledged “native” intermediaries) 
focused on a local group of people deemed by the observer to be a dis- 
tinct society or culture. Such participant-observers have been more or 
less aware of the formidable difficulties of establishing ethnic, tribal, or 
cultural units, and in the last half century, anthropologists have increas- 
ingly abandoned mid-century notions of social units as neatly bounded, 
culturally homogeneous entities. But in the early twentieth century, 
anthropologists of the emergent Boasian school in the United States 
and functionalist school in Great Britain were more interested in study- 
ing the discrete structure and identity of cultures than in questioning 
the assumptions about boundaries and homogeneity that underpinned 
their models. 

Benedict and her colleagues (first- and second-generation students 
of Franz Boas, like Mead, Alfred Louis Kroeber, Robert Lowie, and Ed- 
ward Sapir) were well aware that large societies like the United States 
contained internal diversities of race, region, religion, and so on. Sapir 
wrote a series of elegant essays on individual variations within apparently 
unitary cultures, while Mead wrote about the challenge various kinds of 
social diversity presented to the anthropologist who would treat large 
national cultures as units. Interested in civilizational history, Kroeber 
looked beyond neat homogeneous units in a different way, tracking 
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the development of basic culture patterns over societies, centuries, and 
continents.’ But these anthropologists (with the exception of Sapir) also 
tended to treat “primitive” or small-scale societies as well-bounded units 
that could, for anthropologists, take the place of laboratory experiments 
under controlled conditions. As Benedict wrote: “With their comparative 
isolation, many primitive regions have had centuries in which to elaborate 
the cultural themes they have made their own. They provide ready to our 
hand the necessary information concerning the possible great variations 
in human adjustments, and a critical examination of them is essential 
for any understanding of cultural processes. It is the only laboratory of 
social forms that we have or shall have.”!° 

Benedict posed an initial question that was not unlike the kinds of 
comparative questions socioevolutionary positivists like Tylor asked: she 
wanted to use comparison to separate universal culture traits from those 
that were local and historically particular. Unlike positivists, however, 
Benedict assumed that most cultural forms had developed through 
unique historical processes, not lawlike natural ones. She also assumed 
there would be very few traits that were so widely shared as to be uni- 
versal. Moreover, she thought if such traits existed, they were as likely to 
have arisen from diffusion among early human groups as from universal 
cause-effect sequences; universality was, in effect, historical, not natural.” 

Thus for Benedict, comparison revealed differences, not similarities. 
Yet with respect to the two aspects of the unit problem sketched above, 
Benedict proceeded in epistemologically contrary ways. Her work exag- 
gerated the presentation of societies as discrete units, but in her analysis 
of the internal structuring of such units, she used a configurationalist or 
gestalt approach in which individual culture traits could be understood 
only in terms of their relationship to the whole culture. For example, in 
her famous study of Japan (to be considered below), Benedict showed 
that the Japanese had repeatedly borrowed Chinese ethical concepts, but 
“integrated them,” over time, into a cultural pattern that was distinctively 
Japanese. Although one could trace the historical connections between 
Japanese and Chinese culture traits, historically connected traits were 
no longer the same thing (or unit) in the two cultures; they became, in 
effect, incommensurable.!* 

Thus Benedict deconstructed culture traits (which did not, in her 
analysis, have a transcultural unity or identity) while she simultaneously 
constructed cultures as bounded groups of people sharing a way of life. 
George Stocking has described this tension as basic to Boasian anthro- 
pology. For Boas, the history of the diffusion of culture traits gave the 
lie to the evolutionists’ theories of uniform cultural development. Hu- 
man history consisted not of repetitive cause-effect sequences, in which 
human rationality, responding to the natural world, invented the same 
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things (culture traits) over and over again. Rather, people traveled and 
borrowed cultural materials, which they then transformed as they inte- 
grated them into their local lives. But this model required Boas and his 
students to conceptualize the social unit—tribe or culture—across which 
traits diffused and into which they were absorbed. Those social units came 
to be treated as irreducible cultures, each with its own spirit or Geist." 

In Patterns of Culture, Benedict presented a theory of cultural “integra- 
tion” that explained the unity of individual cultures, and she illustrated it 
with three case studies—the Pueblos of New Mexico (where she herself 
had carried out fieldwork), the Dobuans of Melenesia (studied by Reo 
Fortune, Mead’s second husband), and the Kwakiutl of the northwest 
coast of North America (studied by Boas). In this book-length treatment 
of the culture concept for a wide audience, Benedict set up her societal 
examples to highlight their discreteness. Despite the facts that much of 
her research before the publication of the book was in the diffusionist 
vein, and that she had particularly studied continuities and connections 
as well as discontinuities among American Indian groups," she presented 
two Indian cultures that were geographically far apart, and between them 
she introduced an example from the other side of the globe (Dobu was 
the second of the three case studies). Mead reports that Benedict chose 
the examples she did because she knew the fieldworkers. In my terms, she 
felt she could trust those particular person-people reports.” But whatever 
her conscious motives were, the result was that Patterns of Culture made 
it easy for readers to think culture exists in the world primarily in the 
form of well-bounded packages. 


Translating the Incommensurable 


Benedict’s rather positivist notion of the unity of individual, “inte- 
grated” cultures led her, paradoxically, to a second and very different 
epistemological approach to the work of cross-cultural comparison and 
translation. Cultures differed, Benedict argued, not only because they 
contained a bewildering diversity of customs (“self-torture here, head- 
hunting there, prenuptial chastity in one tribe and adolescent licence 
[sic] in another”). More importantly, they differed because they were inte- 
grated differently. Over time, Benedict thought, cultures tend to become 
ever more organized in terms of a central set of ontological values or 
aesthetic attitudes: the “pattern” or Geist. Thus, although customs diffused 
worldwide and many cultures absorbed the same customs, apparently 
similar customs took on unique significance once they were integrated 
into particular cultural patterns. And those historically derived, local 
culture patterns became, relative to one another, “incommensurable”: 
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“They [individual cultures] are traveling along different roads in pursuit 
of different ends, and these ends and these means in one society cannot 
be judged in terms of those of another society, because essentially they 
are incommensurable.”'® 

Benedict’s notion of incommensurability has been vulnerable to a 
common misreading: the idea that cultures cannot be judged and can- 
not be compared. Each culture, in this view (as expressed by hundreds 
of my undergraduate students over the years) has the “right” to be the 
individual that it is. And outsiders to a culture have no right to criticize 
that culture’s values in terms of their own. That conclusion often leads 
Benedict’s readers to a moral relativism that frightens them (usually 
voiced in classroom discussion with reference to Hitler). Their fear in 
turn prompts them to retreat to a positivist position from which they 
can espouse universal values—usually those of consumer individualism, 
which structured their reading of Benedict in the first place. At the end 
of these discursive (or sentimental) maneuvers, cultural relativism ends 
up looking like American individualism in which each person or culture 
is an irreducible whole with the right to make choices; yet the range of 
choices my students can imagine reflects a set of values assumed to be 
universal. 

Benedict no doubt facilitated this sort of reading by exaggerating 
the boundedness of individual cultures and then emphasizing their 
incommensurability. On the other hand, by illustrating her theory with 
maximally divergent examples, she was able to show her readers that 
cultural comparison required sophisticated translation practices that went 
far beyond the naive idea that each term, trait, or unit in one culture 
could be matched to a corresponding term, trait, or unit in another. If 
Patterns of Culture reproduced the unit problem in the discussion of so- 
ciety, culture, and group, it transcended it in its treatment of particular 
customs or social facts. 

The finest example of Benedict’s comparative hermeneutics (one of the 
finest examples of cross-cultural comparison in the entire anthropological 
literature) is her book-length study of Japan, The Chrysanthemum and the 
Sword. Published in 1946, it grew out of Benedict’s work for the Office 
of War Information during World War II. Benedict described her task 
(her “Assignment: Japan,” as the title of the first chapter put it) as the 
use of anthropological techniques to elucidate the culture of “the most 
alien enemy the United States had ever fought in an all-out struggle.” 
This was an enemy whose very definition of war differed from that of the 
European and North American combatants: “Conventions of war which 
Western nations had come to accept as facts of human nature obviously 
did not exist for the Japanese.” Thus “we”—Americans and their allies— 
“had to understand their behavior in order to cope with it.”!” 
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But to understand and then to cope with Japanese behavior and ideas, 
it was not sufficient to focus solely on them. American ways of misunder- 
standing Japan, based on American conceptions of the “facts of human 
nature,” had also to be brought into the picture. This was a fundamental 
if often implicit attitude among Boasian cultural anthropologists. When 
Mead asserted that an anthropologist’s every statement “is a comparative 
statement,” she was referring not merely to the anthropologist’s knowl- 
edge of many cultures, gained, presumably, through a standard gradu- 
ate training program. She was referring as well to the anthropologist’s 
attitude toward his or her own culture, which anthropological training 
rendered visible as culture, not as human nature. Mead made this clear 
in the introduction to her own wartime study of a national culture, that 
of the United States: 


Speaking from a platform to a woman’s club, if one is merely an experienced 
speaker at women’s clubs, one notices whether the audience is smartly dressed, 
and how smartly. If one is an American sociologist, one may add observations 
about the probable class level of the audience and the proportion of professional 
women—lawyers in sober suits seeking to tone down their sex, social workers 
in pleasant but serviceable headgear, civil servants with clothes that look like 
uniforms or clothes that aggressively do not look like uniforms. But I never com- 
pletely lose a still further point of reference—the awareness that my audience 
wears clothes . . . I do not cease to observe whether this is a patriotic group of 
women, valiantly and self-consciously wearing last year’s hats, or an afternoon 
group of women who are homemakers, or an evening group of women who, 
whether they are homemakers or not, don’t do homemaking in the daytime—but 
this other consciousness: “These people are completely clothed,” stays with me 
to widen my perspective.’ 


For their wartime work, then, Mead and Benedict had to undress Ameri- 
cans to reveal their implicit cultural assumptions. Without such a revela- 
tion, Americans would project those assumptions onto their enemies and 
even their allies, and the resulting misinterpretations would in turn lead 
to strategic and tactical errors in the conduct of the war. 

Thus two-way translation is at the center of Chrysanthemum, much more 
explicitly than it had been in Patterns of Culture. In the earlier book, 
Benedict sometimes used the comparative vantage point generated out 
of analysis of an alien culture to make her Western readers aware of 
their own foibles. At times Benedict’s critique of America became quite 
sharp, but in general her focus was outward, as she directed her readers 
to take seriously the reality of other cultural worlds. In Chrysanthemum, 
however, an active focus on Japan had to be constructed in tandem with 
an active focus on American culture. As Benedict put it, “the question 
was how the Japanese would behave, not how we would behave if we 
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were in their place.” To answer it, Benedict had to bring to her readers’ 
conscious awareness “the premises on which we act as Americans” (5). 

The heart of Chrysanthemum consists of four chapters on Japanese no- 
tions of hierarchy and indebtedness. For egalitarian-minded Americans, 
hierarchy is one of the most difficult social facts to comprehend, since 
the American national origin myth is a story in which the “tyranny” 
of hierarchy must be transcended through revolution before a new, 
egalitarian social order (at once more natural and more rational than 
feudal hierarchy) can be established. Benedict’s explication of Japanese 
hierarchy proceeds simultaneously with an explication of American 
egalitarianism. She begins not with a Japanese aphorism but with an 
American one: “In the English language we talk about being ‘heirs of 
the ages.’” “Oriental nations,” she continues, “turn the coin to the other 
side: they are debtors to the ages” (98). 

There follows an introductory discussion of “ancestor worship,” a 
topic central to any understanding of the influence of the emperor on 
Japanese war policies. Benedict’s discussion points in several directions 
at once, toward Japanese cultural conceptions and Americans’ culturally 
patterned misinterpretations of them, and vice versa—all of which must 
be carefully disentangled and explained: 


Much of what Westerners name ancestor worship is not truly worship and not 
wholly directed toward ancestors: it is a ritual avowal of man’s great indebtedness 
to all that has gone before. Moreover, he is indebted not only to the past; every 
day-by-day contact with other people increases his indebtedness in the present. 
From this debt his daily decisions and actions must spring. It is the fundamental 
starting point. Because Westerners pay such extremely slight attention to their 
debt to the world and what it has given them in care, education, well-being or 
even in the mere fact of their ever having been born at all, the Japanese feel 
that our motivations are inadequate. Virtuous men do not say, as they do in 
America, that they owe nothing to any man. They do not discount the past. 
Righteousness in Japan depends upon recognition of one’s place in the great 
network of mutual indebtedness that embraces both one’s forebears and one’s 
contemporaries. (98-9) 


In the American (and British) use of the term “ancestor worship” 
to translate Japanese realities, both words are wrong. First, to express 
indebtedness in “daily decisions and actions” is not worship. Indeed, 
the English word interjects Christian notions of the appropriate human 
posture to “God” that have little to do with the fulfillment of social obliga- 
tions that is foremost in the Japanese attitude. When Americans project 
this religious posture onto Japanese conceptions of the emperor, they 
confirm Western stereotypes of Oriental despotism as central to Japanese 
politics. But, as Benedict notes later in her discussion, the emperor is 
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not a god in the Western sense: “Kami, the word rendered as ‘god,’ 
means literally ‘head,’ i.e., pinnacle of the hierarchy. The Japanese do 
not fix a great gulf between human and divine, as Occidentals do, and 
any Japanese becomes kami after death” (127). This passage suggests the 
second sense in which the phrase “ancestor worship” is wrong. Japanese 
attitudes toward the dead, toward “forebears,” are continuous with their 
attitudes toward the living. Toward the living and the dead, it is not wor- 
ship that is appropriate, but the recognition and fulfillment of obligation. 

But of course, Japanese also misinterpret Americans. They cannot 
recognize self-reliance as the American version of virtue. Benedict sug- 
gests that Americans are apt to rebel against government and its laws, 
whereas for Japanese, “obeying the law is repayment” of their debt to the 
kami (130). The result: “Japanese judge . . . that we are a lawless people. 
We judge that they are a submissive people with no ideas of democracy” 
(138). Much of Chrysanthemum explicates the kinds of wartime errors 
of judgment that follow from this mutual misreading of the enemies. 

Although Benedict tells us that hierarchy “is the fundamental starting 
point” of Japanese culture, I would add that it is fundamental from an 
American point of view, and not just a generic “American point of view” 
but the particular variant of it that Benedict was motivated to articulate. 
In Benedict’s version of cross-cultural comparison, starting points are 
generated by the analyst who brings together two incommensurable cul- 
tural patterns to force each to reveal, as it were, some (but only some) 
of the secrets of the other. Since no term from one culture can serve as 
a direct gloss of any term from the other, there are no shortcuts in the 
process. Benedict had to find an entry point into the Japanese pattern 
and then work outward from one “native” concept to the next. And at 
every step of the way, she had to reflect back on American native ideas 
or American mistranslations of Japanese ideas. We might almost say that 
comparative understanding grows from the cumulative force of mutual 
mistranslations, emended, painstakingly. 


The Comparative Study of Modern Individualism 


In 1946, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword was still atypical for an- 
thropology, focused as Benedict was on a modern nation-state, however 
“alien” Japan may have been to Americans. Since that time, the disci- 
pline has moved inexorably away from its “savage slot” toward the study 
of interconnected, contemporary peoples in a globalizing world.'® As 
anthropologists have engaged increasingly with what we imagine are 
contemporary issues, we find it ever more necessary to focus critically 
on modernity and its ideologies and institutions: nationalism, racism, 
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economic development, transnational corporations, international and 
nongovernmental agencies, et cetera. As we do this work, we find our 
cross-cultural comparative perspective to be as useful for illuminating the 
particularities of apparently familiar phenomena as the anthropologists 
of Benedict’s time found it for understanding exotic “primitive” peoples. 

But the anthropology of modernity entails a new dilemma (or, perhaps, 
it renews a long-standing one). The social sciences are themselves part 
and product of modern ideology. Social scientific assumptions—about 
nation, race, group, individual persons, and social motivations—cannot 
easily be disentangled from the political and economic ideologies that 
are hegemonic in Western democracies and many other nation-states and 
international bodies. This means that when we as anthropologists turn our 
attention to contemporary phenomena, we often find ourselves trying to 
analyze a set of ideas with a conceptual toolkit that has been built out of 
the same ideas. In that situation, much social scientific analysis becomes 
a kind of second-order rationalization of native concepts that the analyst 
presupposes and cannot “see.” That is one reason why anthropology’s 
cross-cultural, comparative habits of mind become so useful in the study 
of modernity: they provide a critical vantage point for the analysis of 
ideologies that might otherwise be presupposed and then replicated. 

To illustrate the point, I turn to my long-standing research on nation- 
alism and the politics of culture in North America. Once the domain 
of historians and political theorists, the study of nationalism began to 
attract broader attention in the social sciences after World War II, as 
decolonization led to the emergence of the so-called new nations.” In 
retrospect, we can see political scientist Benedict Anderson’s Imagined 
Communities (1983) as the work that cemented the new paradigm in the 
social scientific study of nationalism, much as Ruth Benedict’s Patterns of 
Culture did for Boasian cultural anthropology. For anthropologists study- 
ing nationalism, the work of Louis Dumont was as important as that of 
Anderson, although Dumont did not achieve the same interdisciplinary 
prominence. Both Dumont and Anderson constructed their analyses of 
nationalism by way of comparison with “traditional” hierarchical societ- 
ies: India (Dumont) and Java and Southeast Asia (Anderson). And both 
saw modern individualism as the ideology which underpinned political 
and cultural nationalisms.” 

Dumont’s formulation neatly captures the relationship between nation- 
alism and individualism: in nationalist ideology, the nation is conceived 
both as a “collective individual” and a “collection of individuals.” In 
this world view, “the individual” is understood to be the building block 
of nations (a basic premise of all Western political theories that begin 
with the notion of a social contract). The nation is thus a collection of 
individuals. At the same time, nations, as the most encompassing social 
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units, are imagined as collective individuals: nations vis-a-vis one another 
are individuals, and, as collections of individuals who are imagined to 
share a national essence or personality, these nations are collective 
individuals (personified by such figures as Uncle Sam) 27 Crucially, in 
such a system, solidarity is imagined as “horizontal,” as Anderson put 
it; the social glue that holds society together is the similarity (or shared 
essence) of the equal individuals who make up the society. In principle, 
no individual is better than any other, and hierarchy based on social 
privilege, or on a theory of different kinds of persons bearing relatively 
more or less social value, is disallowed. Both Dumont and Anderson 
explicated this principled denial of hierarchy in modern nationalism by 
way of comparison to societies that are structured hierarchically, societies 
that valued hierarchical relationships between persons defined as having 
greater or lesser autonomy, completeness, or purity. 

A key question for analysts of nationalism (and of modernity more 
generally) thus becomes: what is the cultural definition of an individual in 
these systems? For anthropologists, an enormously productive approach 
to this question is the cross-cultural, comparative study of personhood. 
Dumont distinguishes between the “empirical agent” or person, present 
in all societies, and persons understood as rational, equal individuals, 
which is an ideological construct of the modern West.” In the modern 
conception, individuals are unitary and discrete—that is, the boundaries 
between individual persons, and between persons and society, are onto- 
logically clear. Closely connected to this idea is the idea that individuals 
are homogeneous within their boundaries; that is, they have a distinctive 
identity (often imagined as an inner essence) that distinguishes them 
from all other individuals. (In nationalism, the individuals that make 
up the collectivity share an essence or identity, which in turn character- 
izes the collective individual.) Individuals, by nature, are self-interested; 
self-interest expresses itself through the accumulation of private prop- 
erty. Modern individualism has been called “possessive individualism,” 
referring to this tight linkage between identity and possessions. This is 
especially salient in nationalist ideology, in which culture is imagined 
as property, and the nation is said to possess the cultural property that 
gives it its unique identity.” 

These features of modern individualism can be brought into view 
when one compares this system of thought to others. For example, the 
idea that individuals are well bounded makes little sense in many places 
where persons are imagined to participate in the personhood of the 
people around them. To give one striking example, in her comparative 
analysis of Wintu (Northern California) and English grammar, Dorothy 
Lee remarks, “the Wintu conceive of the self not as strictly delimited or 
defined, but as a concentration, at most, which gradually fades and gives 
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place to the other.” Thus, for example, Wintu do not use the conjunction 
“and” when referring to related individuals; when English speakers would 
say “he and his sister,” Wintu say “the two who sibling-together.” More 
generally, Wintu do not conceive of society as a collection of individuals: 
“For the Wintu, the individual is a delineated part of society; it is society 
that is basic, not a plurality of individuals.” So thorough is their sense 
of living together that it extends to phenomena English speakers would 
consider private property. In Wintu, the speaker does not assert aggres- 
sive action against things we consider property (in the final analysis, in 
our philosophy, things “wrested” from nature). “The term for what is to 
us possession or ownership is formed by means of [a] suffix, from the 
three kinds of to be: in a standing, sitting or lying position. J have a basket 
means really J live with or I sit with a basket.”?’ 

Lee wrote a series of elegant essays comparing modern American 
individualism to Native American societies that she found to be at once 
more collective and more individualistic than we are.” Far more common 
in work that deconstructs modern individualism by way of comparison 
are studies like those of Benedict, Dumont, and Anderson, which use 
hierarchical societies as their comparative reference. At the fount of 
this tradition is Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America (1835-40). 
For Tocqueville, the European aristocratic order was a lived reality, in 
comparison to which his experiences of American democracy in the 
1830s must have been particularly significant.” While the first volume 
of Democracy in America is a treatise on political history and institutions, 
the second volume strikes me as anthropological in its attention to what 
Clifford Geertz called “common sense as a cultural system." as revealed 
in seventy-three chapters (some of which are no more than a page) 
devoted to the details of daily life. 

For present purposes, I want to note just two strands in Tocqueville’s 
comparative analysis of American individualism. First, he saw (more 
clearly than most analysts who came later) the cultural relationship be- 
tween individualism and anonymity. Anonymity was not a dysfunctional 
or pathological side effect of modern individualism; as Tocqueville saw 
it, it was integral to the cultural formation. The central feature of indi- 
vidualistic ideology is that all individuals are equal, and all are alike; a 
differentiation of the cosmos into different kinds of persons, unequally 
valued, is in principle taboo. Yet their very equality and similarity make 
individuals insignificant and weak, anonymous faces in the crowd (from 
which observation Tocqueville went on to his famous analysis of the 
importance of voluntary organizations, or interest groups, in American 
society). Second, so great is their faith in the principle of equality that 
Americans tend not to recognize the real inequalities of condition that 
separated rich and poor (not to mention slave and free) in a society of 
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unprecedented social and economic mobility. “It is in vain,” wrote Toc- 
queville, “that wealth and poverty, authority and obedience, accidentally 
interpose great distances between two men; public opinion . .. draws them 
to a common level and creates a species of imaginary equality between 
them, in spite of the real inequality of their conditions.”*! 

I want now to illustrate how an anthropologist’s comparatively in- 
formed awareness of these features of modern individualism can lead 
to productive research questions. Between 1989 and 1991, Eric Gable, 
Anna Lawson, and I carried out field work at Colonial Williamsburg, 
the famous outdoor history museum of revolutionary-era America. We 
were interested in the ways in which a large nonprofit corporation (the 
Colonial Williamsburg Foundation) constructed national history for a 
mass public; in particular, we wanted to study the impact the “new social 
history” of the previous two decades may have had on the telling of the 
American story at a site renowned as a patriotic shrine, yet a site where 
slavery was an important, if often unacknowledged, part of that story.” 
As we carried out our work, we became intrigued by the dilemmas that 
historical and present-day social hierarchies presented to the managers 
of a site dedicated to the celebration of egalitarian individualism. On the 
one hand, there was the ongoing struggle over the inclusion of African 
American history. On the other hand, there was a constant tension be- 
tween workers and management, often negotiated on the backs of the 
visitors, who were considered (ambivalently) at once as an unruly mass 
to be managed and as special “guests” to be treated like VIPs.” 

An important part of our fieldwork was a consideration of foundation 
documents, and I spent many hours in the corporate archives reading 
through the Colonial Williamsburg News, an in-house newspaper that has 
been published since 1948. There I found a recurring story about what 
we might call milestone rituals, enacted on the person of the one-, two-, 
three-, et cetera millionth viewer of the museum’s orientation film, The 
Story of a Patriot. Shot in Technicolor and directed by George Seaton of 
Paramount Pictures, the film debuted on April 1, 1957, in the museum’s 
orientation center, where it has been shown ever since to arriving visitors, 
for whom it depicts colonial life on the eve of the American Revolu- 
tion.** News stories about the x-millionth viewer were no more (or less!) 
intriguing than the scores of other items I reviewed. But I had the sense 
that the concept of an x-millionth person had interesting ideological 
overtones, and so I chose to pursue the matter. 

On November 14, 1958, the millionth viewer saw the film. The Colonial 
Williamsburg News recorded the ceremony in these terms: “The excite- 
ment of the millionth viewer of The Story of a Patriot caused a rustle of 
anticipation among CWers at the Information Center on Nov. 14. At 
10:43 a.m. on that morning, attractive Mrs. John Trapnell, wife of a 
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Philadelphia physician, walked through the doorway into the theatre to 
become that millionth person ... Mrs. Trapnell was quite overwhelmed 
at being a milestone in the history of the film. ‘Imagine being the mil- 
lionth anything,’ she laughed when informed that she was the lucky lady” 
(vol. 16, no. 2, p. 1). According to the News, the entire audience was told 
that “the millionth viewer was somewhere among them,” and all were 
treated to a VIP “backstage” tour of the theater. Mrs. Trapnell herself 
was given more extended VIP treatment, including gifts (presented by 
the foundation president) and a complimentary meal. 

Knowing nothing more about such rituals, it is still possible to inter- 
pret them by reference to the egalitarian dilemmas I mentioned above. 
Institutions such as Colonial Williamsburg cater to a mass public of 
anonymous individuals who, it is thought, must be made to feel they 
are receiving “personalized” treatment. At the same time, Colonial Wil- 
liamsburg receives VIP visitors (government officials, movie celebrities, 
wealthy donors) who receive special treatment and whose presence is 
thought by insiders to enhance the prestige of the museum. Yet the 
anonymous crowds must not be made to feel slighted in comparison to 
VIPs, so that, for example, special tours which bypass long waiting lines 
are often hidden from the mass public who might resent such privileges 
were they to catch on to them. 

Such tensions of egalitarian ideology are never far from the surface 
at Colonial Williamsburg. The ritual of the millionth viewer enacts and 
resolves such tensions (on a small stage, it must be admitted, since these 
are rather insignificant events in the daily life of the museum). The ritual 
displays the egalitarian value of impartiality and the refusal of social 
privilege. Our base-ten number system bestows, at random and with no 
possibility for favoritism, celebrity status on a face in the crowd. The 
randomness of this creation of a celebrity is emphasized in the structure 
of the ritual, which singles out first an audience and then an individual 
from among the chosen audience. The audience is granted VIP status 
en masse in the backstage tour but is quickly returned to its status of 
anonymous mass, at which point one individual is selected as a celebrity. 
She is feted more elaborately than was the audience, but in the end, she, 
too, is sent on her way. Thus the ritual creates and celebrates the mil- 
lionth anything as at once a distinctive and an anonymous individual.” 
It enacts Tocqueville’s “imaginary equality.” 

But of course there are backstages at institutions that are more back- 
stage than the back of the theater the audience was allowed to tour 
during the ritual. As luck would have it, I was able to interview a retired 
executive who had been in charge of the ritual during the 1950s and 
1960s. He explained that his office was informed, a few hours in advance, 
when the n-millionth person would be in the audience for a particular 
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showing of the film. He and his staff would then attend that showing 
and choose who in the audience was to be considered the n-millionth 
person. His account made it clear that there were two criteria guiding 
the choice. First, the person could not be a “local” visitor, because (in 
his words) “we wanted to get some out-of-state publicity.” Second, the 
person had to be “attractive,” which seems to mean the person had to 
be female, either a woman like Mrs. Trapnell or a child (for another of 
his choices, he explained, “I picked this cute little freckle-faced gal... 
just because she looked like she’d take a good picture”).*° 

To control the apparently random selection of one person among many 
in a crowd, and to do so by making unacknowledged use of criteria for 
differentially evaluating various aspects of personhood, might be deemed 
manipulative or even “unfair” by people in an egalitarian society. From 
a principled egalitarian perspective, counting by itself should select the 
n-millionth person, and furthermore, all persons should be counted as 
“Just persons,” as we say, with no distinctions separating them that can be 
considered more meaningful than the abstract personhood that makes 
them all alike. And comparative analyses of personhood and individuality 
can help us to see this, for in the anthropologist’s cross-cultural perspec- 
tive, the modern notion of “just a person” (or abstract personhood) 
stands out as unusual, if not unique. Indeed, it is conceptually difficult 
to imagine an abstract person, devoid of particularities. Any form of 
individualism requires a basic definition of the qualities a person must 
possess to bea person, or, what amounts to the same thing, to be recognized 
as a person by other persons. Thus, despite the abstract notion of the 
individual that seems to underlie American egalitarianism, one can say 
that our history has been a succession of struggles over the definition 
of full personhood. At any particular place and moment, such as mid- 
century Colonial Williamsburg, to select an n-millionth person would 
bring into play a set of assumptions (partially contested, no doubt) about 
the particular features generic persons ought to possess. 


Comparative Incommensurabilities 


Scholars from other disciplines and other theoretical perspectives 
who happened across the ritual of the n-millionth viewer could no 
doubt recognize and critically interpret egalitarian dilemmas at places 
like Colonial Williamsburg. That such scholars do not carry around in 
their heads a canonical set of cross-cultural comparative examples, as 
many anthropologists do, does not mean they would not have access to 
other, equally useful comparative perspectives. In the cultural studies 
tradition of the past thirty years, for example, researchers trained in 
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critical race theory or in the analysis of class and gender in capitalist 
societies or in disability studies would have all sorts of insights about the 
museum’s treatment of apparently equal individuals. Such insights have 
been gained from paying attention to persons whose experience of and 
ideas about modern American society had been ignored, caricatured, 
or scorned by earlier generations of literati and scholars. One does not 
need to go halfway around the world, as anthropologists do, to find in- 
commensurable difference that can be turned to comparative account. 
One does, however, have to be alert to the interpretive possibility that 
difference affords and willing to engage in the always imperfect work 
of translation that can render difference not only meaningful, but criti- 
cally indispensable. 

I have long thought that comparative studies of different kinds of 
incommensurability would be useful. We could start by comparing what 
I shall call deep grammatical difference (including cognitive differences 
linked, apparently, to linguistic difference) and those based on difference 
of social placement and consequently difference of social experience. 
Both kinds of incommensurability have the potential to bring to light 
hidden assumptions of the analyst, which is what makes the comparison 
of incommensurables interpretively productive. But the anthropologist’s 
explication of deep grammatical difference entails a translation process 
that is largely absent from the study of incommensurable social expe- 
riences enacted in a common language and in the “same” nation or 
society. On the other hand, the second kind of incommensurability can 
provide an imaginative recognition that can be more easily “owned” and 
even “tried out” by an analyst who can readily understand the linguistic 
terms of the comparison but had never grasped their implications in 
familiar daily life.” 

With respect to deep cross-cultural difference, we might ask what 
different insights we can gain from different comparative studies of the 
same culture. From the classic tradition of comparing egalitarian modern 
societies to traditional hierarchical ones, what do different traditional 
societies reveal about modernity? What does Dumont’s India reveal 
that Benedict’s Japan does not? What might Tocqueville’s understand- 
ing of late European feudalism teach us about Japanese modernity, or 
Japanese feudalism, for that matter? And what could a study of Japanese 
principles of social obligation reveal about classical Indian ideas of “cir- 
cular” hierarchy?** With respect to different kinds of intrasocietal, social 
marginalization, there is already a well-developed literature comparing 
the intersection of “race, class, and gender,” and, more particularly, the 
different kinds of analytic or critical leverage to be gained from work 
in each of these areas. 

In the end, a distinction between deep (or perhaps “far-apart”) cross- 
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cultural difference and difference based on extreme social marginaliza- 
tion will break down, for, after all, at what point does social marginal- 
ization give rise to cultural difference? And when are contacts between 
cultures not fraught with power imbalances, or at least the potential for 
the institutionalization of social inequalities? We can imagine utterly 
separate, distinct cultures that can deliver “pristine” comparative insights, 
and in addition, it makes a certain sense to speak of two cultures that are 
relatively far apart, or more different (at least in some ways) than two 
other cultures are different. But in the last three decades it has become 
impossible for anthropologists to maintain the fiction that we were (in 
the “Golden Age” of our discipline”) studying “unspoiled,” “precontact” 
others. We have had to learn the hard way that the comparative study of 
“non-Western” peoples in the modern world system must draw its insights 
from both deep cultural differences and extreme social marginalization. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Anthropology, Migration, and 
Comparative Consciousness 


Caroline B. Brettell 


OR SOME TIME, SCHOLARS HAVE WRITTEN about the two opposing 

poles that characterize anthropological thought—the particular- 

izing and the generalizing.' James Peacock, a past president of the 
American Anthropological Association, has portrayed the particularizers 
exceedingly well. They are the ones who see the world through the lens 
of the population with whom they worked in their ethnographic field 
site, consistently taking exception by asserting that “my people don’t do 
it that way.” Particularizers reject comparison and place their emphasis 
on infinite cultural diversity and on differences. Their methods are those 
of description and interpretation. Generalizers, by contrast, recognize 
differences but also emphasize the similarities that can be found across 
both the breadth and depth of cultures around the world. Their goal 
reaches beyond description and interpretation to scientific explanation. 
This opposition between the particular and the general is central to a 
long-standing debate about the role of the comparative method in an- 
thropological research.” 

Of course, for some of us, there is no debate about the centrality of 
comparison to the discipline of anthropology since the endeavor itself— 
one of cross-cultural translation—is by its very nature comparative.” As 
Carol and Melvin Ember have observed, “ethnography employs words, 
and words are always applicable to more than one instance. It is impos- 
sible to describe a particular culture (or anything else for that matter) 
without using words that have meanings for others.”* Harold Scheffler, 
in an essay that otherwise addresses sexism and naturalism in the study 
of kinship, has written that “ethnographic inquiry begins and ends as a 
theory-laden act of comparison. In the course of it we try to detect in 
the speech and actions of another people concepts and practices that 
are analogous to those we know from our own social experience or 
from other ethnographic studies.” In a provocative book that tackles 
the uncanny similarities between the societies of the Amazon and those 
of Melanesia, Thomas Gregor and Donald Tuzin present an excellent 
example of the “inherentness” of comparison and its relationship to 
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words by observing that “when we speak of a society as having men’s 
cults . . . we have in mind similar organizations in other societies.”® 
Allen Johnson offers a slightly different perspective, although again one 
shared by many anthropologists, when he observes that it is “impossible 
to undertake anthropological fieldwork in an unfamiliar culture and 
not draw comparison between one’s own culture and the one being 
studied.” He goes on to argue that any recognition of difference is a 
comparative process. Thus, he asserts: “For all the emphasis on cultural 
relativism and the uniqueness of particular cultures in anthropology, 
ours is a pervasively comparative science.” Finally, Rena Lederman, in 
an essay on the future of culture areas in anthropological research, writes 
that rarely has anthropological area expertise “not been motivated by 
comparativist projects of one sort or another: whether positivist projects 
of typologizing for functional and developmental analysis (emphasizing 
cross-cultural similarities) or interpretive projects, reflexive or otherwise 
(emphasizing differences) .”* 

Despite all these assertions about the centrality of comparison to 
the anthropological project, each of these authors is cognizant of the 
“troubled history” of the comparative method in anthropology. This 
essay begins with a brief and broad-brushstroke review of this troubled 
history in order to outline the various ways, from informal to formal, 
that the comparative method has been engaged within one discipline.’ I 
then turn to a discussion of the importance of a comparative conscious- 
ness, to borrow a term from anthropologist Laura Nader, to the study 
of migration, a topic I have engaged throughout my professional career. 
I argue that comparisons are essential if we are to avoid both national 
and temporal exceptionalism in our understanding of the causes and 
consequences of migration. I move therefore from a theoretical and 
methodological approach formulated within a single discipline to its 
application in addressing an important problem in human experience 
that concerns scholars across a range of disciplines. 


Debating the Comparative Method in Anthropology: 
A Brief Dip in Troubled Waters 


In anthropology, the comparative method has its roots in nineteenth- 
century evolutionary anthropology and particularly the work of Sir 
Edward Tylor. The explanatory models of Tylor and others were built 
on an assumption of survivals—that is, the customs and habits of so- 
called primitive peoples living in the present represented earlier stages 
of human society and cultural development through which all people 
had passed on the progressive march from “savagery” to “civilization.”!° 
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This paradigm, equally present in the work of contemporaries of Tylor 
such as James Frazer and A. Lane-Fox Pitt Rivers in Europe and Lewis 
Henry Morgan in the United States, prevailed in the field until it was 
challenged and disrupted by Franz Boas, founder of the Department of 
Anthropology at Columbia University. 

Under Boas, anthropology, and especially U.S. anthropology, took a 
dramatic theoretical turn toward what is now labeled historical particular- 
ism. Boas was suspicious of evolutionary frameworks and, by extension, 
generalization, which he argued should only proceed after exhaustive 
historical and ethnographic research of individual cases. In what is re- 
peatedly cited as one of his most important and “classic” essays, “The 
Limitations of the Comparative Method of Anthropology,” Boas argued 
that the comparative method had been misleading in its assumptions 
of “connections wherever similarities of culture were found. The com- 
parative method,” he asserted, “has been remarkably barren of definite 
results, and I believe it will not become fruitful until we renounce the 
vain endeavor to construct a uniform systematic history of the evolution 
of culture, and until we begin to make our comparisons on the broader 
and sounder basis . . . [emerging from] historical researches which are 
devoted to laying clear the complex relations of each individual culture.”” 

Although Boas acknowledged in this essay that following extensive 
historical and ethnographic research it might be possible to discover 
“certain laws [that] exist which govern growth of human culture” and 
that “it is our endeavor to discover those laws,” it is commonly agreed that 
his approach dealt a severe blow to comparison within anthropology.” 
Anthropologist Marvin Harris has suggested that “ludicrous errors were 
committed by the Boasians in their attempt to discredit the comparative 
method,” citing several examples of what he labeled as “imaginative and 
ridiculous associations of cultural traits.”!? However, in relation to this 
paradigmatic shift from cultural evolution to historical particularism, 
two different approaches to comparison emerged, one rooted in the 
statistical comparison of a large number of cases and the other in careful, 
contextualized, and controlled comparisons of a limited number of cases. 

The first approach was best represented by the work of George Peter 
Murdock in the 1940s and the development of the Cross Cultural Sur- 
vey at Yale University’s Institute of Human Relations, which eventually 
became the Human Relations Area Files (HRAF). Murdock compiled 
data from ethnographic reports for more than three hundred societies 
and organized them according to more than seven hundred categories. 
The goal was to draw on this sample to discover statistical correlations 
among different cultural features.'* The research that HRAF has gener- 
ated is, as Ember and Ember point out, systematic, and focused on test- 
ing hypotheses about the “incidence, distribution and causes of cultural 
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variation.” A good example of this work is Jack Goody’s comparison 
of patterns of inheritance in Africa and Eurasia. Goody linked what he 
called diverging devolution in Eurasia (basically, bilateral inheritance) 
to the prevalence of dowry rather than bridewealth, and monogamy 
rather than polygamy, as well as to a range of other cultural practices 
such as adoption, late marriage, and high rates of permanent celibacy.'® 

While some still find merit in this particular body of research by 
Goody, as well as that of other scholars who have drawn on the wealth of 
ethnographic data contained in the Human Relations Area Files, many 
anthropologists consider the HRAF approach sterile and fault it for tak- 
ing elements of culture out of context and hence overgeneralizing. As 
Susan Gillespie has observed, in a broader critical analysis of categories 
and typologies in the study of social organization, “too much detail was 
being lost in reducing cross-cultural comparisons to their lowest com- 
mon sociological denominator.”!” Joseph Tobin rightly points out that 
by 1970 the HRAF had become “the embodiment of anthropology as 
science, in contradistinction to the thickly descriptive, anthropology-as- 
interpretive-art approach exemplified by Clifford Geertz.” For many, he 
suggests, it was “taxonomic imperialism.”’* Criticism of HRAF became 
criticism of the comparative method, although it represented only one 
way in which anthropologists engaged this method. 

The second approach to comparison that prevailed between 1940 and 
1960 was associated with British structural functionalism. With concerns 
about the equivalence of units of comparison being primary, those who 
pursued this approach emphasized a limited number of cases within a 
tightly defined region such that variation could be controlled. Max Gluck- 
man, and others who were affiliated with what came to be known as the 
Rhodes-Livingstone / Manchester Research Program, were strong propo- 
nents of this method. Bruce Kapferer has observed that in Gluckman’s view 


comparison should not involve the consideration of examples taken at random 
or out of context and engaged merely to illustrate preformulated ideas . . . that 
were not thoroughly questioned through the ethnography itself. Rather, com- 
parison should initially develop systematically, attending to variations in practice 
across a region in which there are broad similarities in historical circumstance, 
institutions, language, and customs between people. Only after this has been 
done (and a relatively secure basis for ideas established) should the method be 
extended farther afield, and here the comparative method should be thoroughly 
alive in contextual and value divergences, testing the extent to which such differ- 
ences permit the confirmation (or not) of larger generalizations that are built 
through comparison.” 


A good example of this controlled comparison approach is Siegfried 
Frederick Nadel’s analysis of witchcraft in four African societies. Nadel’s 
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richly layered discussion, which can only be briefly summarized here, is 
built on a comparison of two pairs of ethnic groups, the neighboring Nupe 
and the Gwari of Nigeria and the neighboring Korongo and Mesakin of 
central Sudan. Each pair showed linguistic and cultural similarities but 
diverged in their witchcraft beliefs. Among the Nupe, women are gen- 
erally accused of being witches, women who often hold a good deal of 
economic power that contradicted the ideology of male dominance. This 
results in sexual tensions that are manifested in witchcraft accusations. By 
contrast, among the Gwari there is very little sexual antagonism or tension 
in daily life, and men and women are equally accused of witchcraft. In 
his analysis of the Korongo / Mesakin pair, Nadel identified a different 
source of tension. Mesakin men pass through three age grades while ag- 
ing, while Korongo men pass through six—that is, a more gradual process. 
Witchcraft beliefs are absent among the Korongo while the Mesakin were 
obsessed by fears of witchcraft. To pass from one age grade to the next, 
Mesakin men had to give up the privileges of the group they were leav- 
ing. Suspicions and accusations were extensive between the young men 
and those in the middle grade who were reluctant to move into old age 
and relinquish sexual activities and other privileges they had enjoyed. It 
was between these two groups that witchcraft accusations were strongest. 
Nadel drew upon the frustration-aggression hypothesis—when one’s in- 
terests are frustrated, aggressive behaviors may erupt—to explain these 
differences in witchcraft beliefs and accusations. The emphasis in Nadel’s 
work, and that of others in both Europe and America, for example Fred 
Eggan, was on identifying functionally significant relationships among 
traits within different societies.” 

By the 1960s, and particularly after 1970, both generalizing and 
comparison began to lose their footing within anthropology as more 
idiographic (as opposed to nomothetic) approaches entered the field.” 
Richard Fox and André Gingrich suggest that the distancing from the 
comparative method was a result of a field that had matured enough to 
be concerned about its complicity with European imperialism and more 
aware of the shortcomings of assumptions about self-contained, stable, 
and integrated cultures in the face of a capitalist world system of great 
historical depth.” One should add to this a growing concern with the 
application of Euro-American models to the rest of the world. 

One of the strongest voices for this last concern was that of David 
Schneider, who redirected the study of kinship, a key subject of research 
in anthropology since the nineteenth century, from functional and 
structural analysis toward meaning-centered symbolic analysis.” While 
Schneider was not against comparison, he was leery of the bases on which 
anthropologists were making them. He argued that comparative studies 
of kinship either had to find a more solid foundation or be abandoned. 
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He wrote: “The first step, prerequisite to all others in comparative work, 
is to establish the particular categories or units which each particular 
culture itself marks off; that is to say, the symbols and meanings of a 
particular culture. Once this is done, without being prejudiced by theo- 
ries about functional prerequisites to social life or assumptions about 
universal activities, then comparison can begin and analytic procedures 
and tools can perhaps be developed.”** 

There are those who argue that Schneider’s culturalist critique of 
kinship and his emphasis on local meanings impeded “the classic an- 
thropological project of comparison and contrast.” To some extent the 
debate was recast at this time as one between comparativists and rela- 
tivists. Anthropologists David Kaplan and Robert Manners wrote: “The 
relativist tells us that a culture must be examined as a totality and only 
in terms of itself; while the comparativist says that an institution, process, 
complex, or item must be removed from its larger cultural matrix so that 
it can be compared with institutions, processes, complexes or items in 
other sociocultural contexts.” While I would challenge their emphasis 
on removing something from its cultural context (many of those who 
continued to adhere to the value of generalizing and comparison un- 
derstood full well how important context was/is), it is safe to say that 
Kaplan and Manners recognized the shortcomings of what they thought 
were the excesses of relativism which made scientific inquiry difficult 
and theory-building virtually impossible. Theirs was a heroic defense 
of the value of comparison to the development of culture theory, but 
by the mid-1980s postmodernism—with its challenges to concepts of 
ethnographic authority and its promotion of ethnographies as texts— 
assumed supremacy.” Postmodernists, together with poststructuralists, 
became just the latest to weigh in on critiques of the role of comparison 
in the anthropological enterprise. Comparison, in the words of Victor 
de Munck, assumed a “refugee status.” 

While postmodern thought has many roots, within anthropology its 
beginnings can be found not only in the symbolic approach of David 
Schneider but also in the interpretivist approach of Clifford Geertz. 
Geertz argued that the analysis of culture is “not an experimental sci- 
ence in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning.” 
He steered anthropology away from generalizing across ethnographic 
cases (that is, comparison) toward the in-depth analysis of a single case. 
The rejection of generalization is certainly key to the postmodern ap- 
proach, which Nigel Rapport and Joanna Overing describe as reactive 
to “things and thingness . . . to conceptions of reason and rationality, 
objectivity and truth, scientific method and the progress of history and 
knowledge.” As developed by scholars such as George Marcus, Michael 
Fischer, and James Clifford, postmodernism became concerned about 
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the presumptuousness of ethnographic authority, critical of anthropo- 
logical imperialism, and doubtful about the goal of a science of culture. 
John Borneman and Abdellah Hammoudi have recently encapsulated 
the postmodern assessment of anthropological practice as follows: “Eth- 
nographers, primarily members of Euro-American societies engaged in 
the pursuit of science, were accused of fixing other people in totalizing 
cultures and representing them as radically distinct from their Western 
selves in time and space" 

Anthropological postmodernists not only echoed Geertz’s call for a 
focus on meaning rather than causality, but also emphasized multivocality, 
relativism, and the analysis of ethnographies as texts. They asserted the 
need for anthropology to abandon positivism and, as Patricia Greenfield 
has bluntly stated, considered generalization “oppressive.”*? Perhaps 
one of the best and most successful examples can be found in Lila 
Abu-Lughod’s Writing Women’s Worlds, a book that adopts “many of the 
techniques of humanistic writing” in order to give the Bedouin women 
she has worked with their own voice. Abu-Lughod explicitly writes against 
culture and generalization. “Anthropologists . . . have two reasons to be 
especially wary of generalization. The first is that as part of a professional 
discourse of objectivity and expertise, it is inevitably a language of power 
. .. the second and more serious problem with generalization is that by 
producing the effects of homogeneity, coherence, and timelessness, it 
contributes to the creation of ‘cultures’ . . . The effort to produce general 
ethnographic descriptions of people’s beliefs or actions risks smoothing 
over contradictions, conflicts of interest, doubts, and arguments, not to 
mention changing motivations and historical circumstances.” 

The debate over scientific versus humanistic approaches in anthropol- 
ogy, as well as between objectivity and subjectivity and generalizing and 
particularizing, became pervasive (if not sometimes bitter), ultimately 
resulting by the late 1990s in books that attempted to reclaim a scientific 
anthropology.** Doyens of anthropology, such as Roy D’Andrade, argued 
that objective approaches in anthropology were not necessarily dehuman- 
izing and that science “works not because it produces unbiased accounts 
but because its accounts are objective enough to be proved or disproved 
no matter what anyone wants to be true.”* After 2000, the criticisms 
of postmodernism became even more vocal and were often strongest 
among those writing about the place of comparison in anthropology.” 
Taking a somewhat ironic swipe, Gregor and Tuzin wrote: “If cultures 
are islands unto themselves or texts composed in the imaginations of 
pseudo-observers, if all classification and generalization are nothing but 
the exercise of Western hegemony and arrogance, if, in short, all is vanity, 
then comparison would be at best impossible and at worst immoral. ”?7 

In an early effort to thoughtfully and perhaps less antagonistically 
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resurrect comparison within anthropology, Laura Nader observed that 
postmodernism had contributed to our understanding of the “rhetoric 
of science and the limitations of positivist science in anthropology,” as 
well as to our understanding of the limitations of nonscientist humanists 
“who also arrogantly conceive of understanding as possible from unidi- 
mensional frames.”** But Nader also argued that debunking comparison 
eliminates any possibility to explore aspects of the human experience 
that are shared. Nader concluded by challenging the field to develop 
a comparative approach that could address questions of process and 
hegemony, an “area in between, a place which holds the possibility of a 
comparative consciousness that illuminates connections—between local 
and global, between past and present, between anthropologists and those 
they study, between uses of comparison and implications of its uses.” She 
called for a comparative consciousness, broad in its “methodological 
scope and intellectual style.” 

This opened the door for further measured and collective consider- 
ations—for example, a special issue of the journal Ethnology published 
in 2000 and a volume edited by André Gingrich and Richard G. Fox 
(Anthropology, By Comparison) , where several authors argue for the future 
of comparison in anthropology, not only for purposes of cross-cultural 
analysis and understanding, but also as a public responsibility. In trying 
to unify the voices in their edited collection, Fox and Gingrich call for a 
“rich plurality of qualitative comparative methodologies” that are sensitive 
to context, and able to encompass scalar (local, regional, transnational) 
differences and temporal transformations.” It is precisely this kind of 
approach that has proved fruitful in the study of migration. An anthropol- 
ogy of migration addresses the way in which a global process manifests 
itself locally, whether in sending or receiving societies. A comparative 
consciousness can help to illuminate the links between the global and 
the local, as well as illustrate how these are mediated by difference at 
the national scale. 


Comparative Approaches to the Study 
of International Migration 


Ernest George Ravenstein (1834-1913), a contemporary of Sir Edward 
Tylor (1832-1917), delivered a famous paper about migration to the 
Royal Statistical Society of London in 1885. In this paper, Ravenstein 
formulated a series of laws of migration to describe patterns of both 
internal and cross-border population movement. Ravenstein not only 
compared data from one decade to the next, but also compared coun- 
ties of “dispersal” with those of “absorption” as well as male migration 
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with female migration. His findings that “females are more migratory 
than males” and that their movements are generally shorter distance 
(internal) when compared with those of men are often cited in the 
more recent and by now extensive literature on gender and migration, 
a topic left underresearched until the last three decades of the twentieth 
century.*' Ravenstein’s work reminds us of the fundamental contribu- 
tion of the comparative method to an understanding of migration as a 
social process as well as to how similarly or differently it is experienced 
in different locations and by different populations by gender, national 
origin, age, and the like. 

Theory-building in migration studies often begins with the particulari- 
ties of an individual case—one group, one receiving society, one urban 
context, one historical period. But it must not end there, because the 
ultimate goal is to understand patterns in the causes and consequences 
of migration, how these might occur repeatedly or distinctively across 
the range of sending and receiving societies or ethnic groups, and how 
they might change over time. To delineate these patterns and processes, 
comparisons are essential. In the study of migration, comparison can 
proceed at several levels or scales of analysis. It can be global in scope, 
cross-national, intranational, or regional. It can draw upon large second- 
ary data sets or primary and generally more qualitative data generated 
from field research in one or more sites (either by the same researcher 
or more than one researcher) that are often presented as case studies. 
It can be diachronic or synchronic—that is, tracing change over time 
in a single or a few places or differences across space at similar points 
in time. Here I focus on a few examples of comparative approaches in 
migration studies, drawing on my own work and that of others who en- 
gage the qualitative and more informal comparative methods identified 
by Fox and Gingrich. While a good deal of theorizing about migration 
focuses on the causes of migration,” my emphasis is on how comparative 
projects that are rooted in a case study method, and that are sensitive 
not only to local context but also to national and transnational scalar 
influences, can illuminate some of the consequences of migration and 
assist in the development of more systematic models of immigrant incor- 
poration. Like Harlan Koff (who refers to integration, a term used more 
commonly by European scholars), I consider incorporation to involve a 
set of simultaneous processes—economic, political, social, and cultural.” 


Thirty years ago, I moved from conducting research on Portuguese 
immigrants in U.S. and Canadian contexts to a study of Portuguese im- 
migrants in France. As a result of this transition, I was confronted head 
on by the limitations of our theories about the settlement patterns of first- 
generation immigrants in cities, and was forced to search for meaningful 
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explanations of the differences that I saw on the ground.” At the time, 
the prevailing theoretical model explaining how immigrants settled in 
cities derived from the Chicago School of Sociology and described first- 
generation immigrant enclaves that were located in city centers where 
cheap housing and jobs were plentiful. As the second generation grew to 
maturity, they moved out of these inner city “ghettoes” into the suburbs. 
By the third generation, their assimilation and their transformation into 
“white ethnics” was complete. This was a model based on the analysis 
of American cities and the American immigrant experience. The com- 
parison with a European city and a European national context revealed 
something quite different, thereby necessitating the identification of a 
range of factors that should be considered in order to understand and 
theorize more broadly processes of immigration incorporation. 

What I found in the Parisian urban landscape of the mid-1970s was a 
foreign-born population that was fairly evenly scattered throughout the 
urban fabric with a slightly higher concentration in the second and third 
arrondissements. There was certainly no Portuguese enclave like the one I 
had found in central Toronto. To some extent, this was associated with 
the housing to which Portuguese immigrants had access, which itself 
was in many instances related to the jobs that Portuguese women held 
as building caretakers (concierges) and private domestics. In a vertically 
stratified Paris, in contrast to a horizontally stratified Toronto, Portuguese 
families were found either in first-floor apartments or in sixth-floor maids’ 
rooms. The other locus for the settlement of Portuguese and other early 
postwar immigrants to Paris was in the Parisian suburbs, generally in the 
public apartment housing, habitation à loyer moderé (HLMs), which was 
being constructed around the city in all directions and connected to the 
city by new networks of urban transportation. At the time, the policy was 
that the dispersal of immigrants of various nationalities in these housing 
projects would avoid the ghettoes à l’americaine, supposedly, at least from a 
French perspective, the source of all of America’s urban problems, and 
particularly its problems with race. 

But we can take this comparison of different settlement patterns and 
their relation to urban and national context further by fast forwarding 
to the present. Today, in many metropolitan areas in the United States, 
and in the région parisienne, we have suburbs in which first-generation 
immigrants have been settling soon after arrival.* But ifin American met- 
ropolitan areas suburbs have been diversified, spawning such analytical 
concepts as “ethnoburbs” or “melting pot suburbs,” the Parisian suburbs 
(which have also changed in the last thirty years) have been “burning” 
and the ghettoes that policy makers of the 1970s wished to avoid have 
in fact emerged. The metaphors of melting pot and burning suburbs 
describe the different ways that immigrants of the late twentieth and early 
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twenty-first centuries have been claiming space and making place in the 
global cities of immigration. By comparison with the ethnically diverse 
suburbs of many North American cities, which are represented as nodes 
of new development and employment where immigrant institutions can 
locate themselves and where ethnic festivals, soccer leagues, and cricket 
matches are promoted, many of the Parisian suburbs are described as 
areas of marginalization and unemployment where immigrants are seg- 
regated in concrete high-rise ghettoes. These are places that Nicholas 
Sarkozy, the Minister of the Interior at the time of the fall 2005 riots 
in Parisian suburbs and later the president of France, wanted to sweep 
clean.“ Riva Kastoryano has emphasized that living in the suburbs in 
France is no longer a move of choice and that the spatial immobility 
of immigrants in these suburbs reflects their social immobility. In these 
suburbs, as Stephane Dufoix has noted, immigrant youth have claimed 
the night, and their discourse of claims making was violence. “Rage,” 
writes Kastoryano, “has settled in those spaces.” 

To cut to the chase, the relationship between suburbs and immigrants 
in France (spaces of immobility) and the United States (spaces of mo- 
bility) is distinctly different and well worth more serious comparative 
ethnographic treatment. What kinds of activities take place in the public 
sphere in these suburbs? Can they be read as texts for what they tell us 
about immigrants in cities, comparative processes of claims making and 
incorporation, the process of national identity construction, and the 
fundamental matter of how nations relate to immigrants? If we limit 
our consideration of this question to one national context, as I, with 
colleagues Audrey Singer and Susan Hardwick, have recently done in a 
book that compares suburban incorporation in nine twenty-first century 
U.S. gateway cities, we paint only a partial portrait of important processes 
of immigrant settlement because we narrate only one national history of 
suburbanization. As a result, our theories about immigrant incorpora- 
tion are also limited. 

There are other comparative considerations beyond the question 
of different urban and suburban settlement patterns that struck me 
years ago and that still resonate in the present. For the Portuguese in 
the Paris of the 1970s, the church provided one locale for claiming 
urban space, but not in the same way that immigrants in America have 
claimed space through their religious institutions, including ethnic-based 
Catholic parishes. Because they were Roman Catholic, the Portuguese 
were quickly accommodated into the French Catholic churches of Paris, 
sometimes with a special mass in their own language. There were no 
strictly Portuguese parishes like the Irish or Italian parishes that emerged 
in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century America, or the Polish and 
Mexican parishes that exist in twenty-first-century American cities. The 
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broader national differences regarding religion—whether it is religious 
hegemony as opposed to religious diversity, or where a nation through 
its national policies situates itself on a continuum between the sacred 
and the secular in public life—are extremely important to deconstruct. 
Studying one national context does not give us the full range of experi- 
ence upon which to build a theory about the role of religious institutions 
in the process of immigrant incorporation. Further, France’s / Paris’s 
immigration issues today are quite different from what they were several 
decades ago (hence, demonstrating the importance of a temporal as 
well as a spatial comparative consciousness). A large Muslim population 
raises new issues that were not there in relation to a similarly European 
and similarly Catholic Portuguese immigrant population. Who is asking 
to be included and incorporated matters! 

Nancy Foner and Richard Alba have recently argued that religion 
in the United States has often been theorized as a bridge to inclusion, 
while in Europe it has become a barrier, “a marker of a fundamental 
social divide.” Using a case-study approach that draws on a broad range 
of evidence from four European countries (France, Germany, Britain, 
the Netherlands), these authors identify three important differences to 
explain the contrast with the United States: the religiosity of the native 
populations (Western Europeans are more secular than Americans); 
the religious backgrounds of immigrants in the United States and West- 
ern Europe (largely Christian in the United States and largely Muslim 
in Western Europe); and the historical relationship between the state 
and various religious groups. In many European countries religion is 
excluded from affairs of state, but at the same time European states 
often own and maintain Christian churches and often support religious 
schools “as long as they teach the national secular curriculum. ”™® Foner 
and Alba describe a Europe marked by “cultural racism” and a United 
States “plagued by deeply rooted biological racism, which stigmatizes 
and disadvantages recent immigrants, who are overwhelmingly Asian, 
Latino, and Black and thus outside the pale of whiteness.”! The com- 
parison these authors draw between different national contexts clearly 
lays the ground for more subtle theory-building regarding the ways in 
which immigrants are either included or excluded. 

My own more limited comparative analysis of the settlement of Por- 
tuguese immigrants in one North American city and one European 
city revealed another important difference. At the time that I worked 
in France, the Portuguese had no associations that they had built for 
themselves—again startling to a North American trained scholar of 
immigration brought up on the idea of “institutional completeness” 
or an urban anthropologist well versed in the theoretical literature on 
the integrative role of voluntary associations that had emerged among 
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African “tribesmen” who had become “townsmen.”” In 1970s France, 
foreign associations were severely controlled. Their creation required 
the authorization of the minister of the interior, and only a French 
citizen could be at their head. Further, there is an important difference 
between organizations that are grass roots, emerging from the immigrant 
community, and those that are formed by a paternalistic state to serve 
immigrants. The primary point here is that the comparative conscious- 
ness that I brought with me to France, one forged from training in my 
discipline, helped me to see things that were absent as well as those that 
were present, and to begin to ask questions about this absence as well 
as attempt to explain it. I was led into the realm of law and policy as I 
searched for answers. 

Canadian immigration policy, rooted in a model of multiculturalism, 
can be contrasted with French immigration policy, which adheres to an 
assimilation model. As one reporter recently observed, in a reflection on 
the Muslim head scarves issue in France, France has been the European 
country most open to immigration but the most insistent on assimilation.” 
Anthropologists Carolyn Sargent and Stephanie Larchanché-Kim have 
noted that since 1993, when the Pasqua laws of restrictive immigration 
were put in place and a goal of zero immigration was established (la 
France ne veut plus étre un pays d'immigration [“France no longer wants to 
be a country of immigration”]), anti-immigrant discourse has been stri- 
dent, persistent, directed toward specific populations, and fundamental 
to French politics and policies.** Robert Levine, offering further support 
to Foner and Alba’s formulation of cultural racism, bluntly observes that 
French culture has not changed “to allow any significant entry of Muslim 
elements.” What I identified as important differences in policy more 
than a quarter-century ago have only become more stark in the face of 
an immigrant population that is more different, and hence essential to 
explanatory models of immigrant incorporation. 

My thoughts returned to the comparisons I had drawn between the 
Portuguese immigrants in Paris and those in Toronto a few years ago as 
I began to think in more theoretical terms about how the structure and 
nature of cities affect the immigrant experience. In my view, there are 
four important comparative dimensions to be considered.” First, how 
do cities differ in their temporal and spatial dimensions: that is, what is 
the historical depth of immigration, has the city defined itself for some 
time as a city of immigrants, how is the city laid out geographically, and 
where is the oldest housing stock located? Second, what is the social con- 
text of the city: that is, how heterogenous is the urban population, how 
divided is it—does one ethnic group hold the reins of power and how 
are different ethnic groups interrelated—and when, where, and how do 
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identity politics emerge? Here the comparative efforts of political scientist 
John Mollenkopf are particularly illustrative of both these dimensions. 
Mollenkopf observes that New York and Los Angeles differ in the 
extent to which they have been able to contain native backlash toward 
immigrants. He explains this difference in relation to distinct ways in 
which the respective political systems in the two cities “create (or lack) 
incentives for dominant white elites to recognize, incorporate, or Co- 
opt claims from subordinate groups (including new immigrant groups) 
and for leaders of subordinate groups to accommodate one another.” 
Mollenkopf suggests that while in New York all groups, including whites, 
have immigrant roots, and access to the political system, in Los Angeles 
“nativity pits groups against each other” and access to the political system 
has been more limited. He writes: “All groups must fight it out in one, 
highly partisan system in New York, while Los Angeles County has eighty- 
eight separate, nonpartisan jurisdictions.” Local political structures as 
well as local histories of immigration generate different outcomes of 
exclusion and inclusion and, ultimately, political participation. Without 
the systematic comparison that Mollenkopf draws between two metro- 
politan areas, we would not learn about the significant impact of these 
subtle differences in how local politics operate on the lives of immigrants. 
A third dimension of cities that is important to consider in an effort to 
build a model for comparative processes of immigrant incorporation is 
the nature of the urban labor market: that is, how do differences in local 
economic structures result in diverging opportunity structures for both 
native and foreign born populations? Fourthly, it is important to address 
what I call the cultural ethos of a city: that is, how does a city look at and 
represent itself and the other? Here, Kevin Keogen’s delineation, based 
on a content analysis of The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times, of 
important differences in the symbolic construction of immigrants that 
affect their adaptation in these two metropolitan areas is illustrative. 
His analysis shows an exclusive “threat narrative” in Southern California 
and a more inclusive “immigrant as victim narrative” in New York. He 
explains these differences in relation to distinct material and symbolic 
contexts. “In the New York area, immigrants are understood in terms of 
an immigrant origin mythology, represented through salient landmarks 
and immigrant-ethnic celebrations that embody a specific positive nar- 
rative of immigrants and their historic place in the community. The Los 
Angeles metropolitan area is relatively void of popular, positive symbols 
of immigrants. ”” Keogan goes on to suggest that, as a result, immigrants 
in Southern California are more susceptible to exclusionary politics, 
especially during times of economic insecurity. Proposition 187 is one 
example. In Keogan’s view, there is an “immigrants as us” identity in New 
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York City that can be contrasted with an “immigrant as other” emphasis 
in Los Angeles, a city with a long historical tradition of nativism.® Keogan 
concludes by suggesting that “the social status accorded foreign-born 
persons at the federal level may be either reinforced or renegotiated at 
the more local level through a process of symbolic association and nar- 
rative identity-politics. In turn, these more local interpretations influence 
federal immigration policy.”® He calls for more studies of the material 
and cultural factors influencing the politics of immigration, as well as 
more studies of local immigration politics in other urban spaces. 

Political sociologist Irene Bloemraad has recently responded to this 
call in her comparative case study of processes of political incorpora- 
tion as structured mobilization among Vietnamese and Portuguese 
immigrants in Boston and Toronto. As I did years ago, Bloemraad pays 
particular attention to the multicultural and hands-on approach to the 
integration of immigrants in Canada. But she compares it with the more 
laissez-faire approach in the United States. She argues that in Canada, 
as a direct result of the differences in policy and approach, immigrants 
pursue citizenship and develop political skills with much greater alacrity 
and more extensively than in the United States.” Although Bloemraad 
includes two different nationality groups in her research, her emphasis 
is primarily on different urban and particularly different national con- 
texts in order to answer the question of whether it is worth embracing 
multiculturalism, a policy that several countries, including the United 
States and Australia, are backing away from because they view it as a path 
to fragmentation and the loss of national unity. Her extensive analysis 
of the role of government and community organizations as well as of 
the rates of naturalization and the meaning of citizenship lead her to 
the conclusion that, 


in cases of citizenship acquisition, political participation, and electoral repre- 
sentation .. . on average Canada has been doing better than the United States, 
in part because multiculturalism provides the symbolic and material resources 
needed to take out and exercise political membership. Some of the dynamics that 
facilitate political incorporation in Canada—support of ethnic organizations and 
promotion of community leadership—find parallels in U.S. refugee resettlement 
policy. It is no coincidence that Cuban Americans are one of the most politically 
successful and vocal migrant groups in the United States. 


Bloemraad puts her nuanced comparative analysis to good use (pace 
Laura Nader) by responding forthrightly to alarmists like Samuel Hun- 
tington, who pin what they identify as a crisis of political incorporation 
among immigrants on the recognition of difference rather than on the 
absence of public resources extended to immigrant communities.“ 

I have been emphasizing the comparative analysis of cities as contexts 
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as a useful approach for theory-building regarding processes of immigrant 
settlement and incorporation, but the work of Bloemraad also directs 
our attention to intergroup differences. Such comparisons across groups 
are in fact quite common among scholars of immigration who are in- 
terested in teasing out the relative impacts of structural as opposed to 
cultural factors as these influence the process by which immigrants are 
incorporated in receiving societies. 

For example, Pyong Gap Min and Mehdi Bozorgmehr focus their 
attention on Korean and Iranian entrepreneurs in Los Angeles. They 
take on theoretical debates about both the causes and consequences of 
immigrant entrepreneurship. Their comparison reveals that while Korean 
immigrants draw more on ethnic resources to help them establish their 
businesses, Iranians draw on class resources. The result of this difference 
is that while Korean businesses are smaller, more spatially concentrated, 
and serve more low-income, minority, and coethnic customers, Iranian 
entrepreneurs are larger, more spatially dispersed, and serve more 
white customers. The result is that Iranians have escaped the conflicts 
to which Korean entrepreneurs have been subjected, most notably dur- 
ing the 1992 Los Angeles riots following the Rodney King trial. These 
authors conclude by arguing that this comparison refines current theory 
by suggesting that while all forms of immigrant/ethnic businesses can 
contribute to ethnic attachment, only middleman businesses lead to a 
strengthening of ethnic solidarity. 

In an essay exploring similarities and differences in ideas about po- 
litical and cultural belonging, and citizenship, I compare four different 
populations—Salvadorans, Indians, Vietnamese, and Nigerians—who 
have settled in the Dallas-Fort Worth metropolitan area. The data for 
this essay emerged from participant observation as well as interviews with 
one hundred individuals, both male and female, in each population. All 
respondents were first-generation immigrants. Salvadorans, Indians, 
Vietnamese, and Nigerians differ in their auspices of immigration, their 
level of education, their occupational profiles, and their rates of natu- 
ralization. The Vietnamese have come as refugees, while Salvadorans, 
Indians, and Nigerians are economic migrants. However, many Indians 
and Nigerians first enter the United States on student visas, and some 
Nigerians are in the United States as a result of winning the diversity 
lottery. Salvadorans have often entered without authorization although 
many are now on temporary protective-status visas. When individuals 
from each of these populations naturalize, it is often for different rea- 
sons. Indians emphasize family sponsorship and civic mindedness more 
than other groups. The Vietnamese, the group with the highest rate 
of naturalization, emphasize that they really have no alternative. While 
Indians mentioned the desire to vote, Nigerians emphasized this even 
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more. Salvadorans, with the lowest rate of naturalization, indicated their 
ineligibility, lack of time, and, occasionally, the fear of an investigation 
into their past. Yet, despite these variations, a very pragmatic attitude 
toward citizenship, particularly that it facilitates travel in this flat and 
global twenty-first-century world, is characteristic of individuals across all 
groups. Further, across all groups, individuals emphasized a distinction 
between political belonging and cultural belonging—that they could be 
both American and of their own national origin at the same time. In 
other words, while there are subtle differences across the four immigrant 
populations in reasons for naturalization and their understandings of what 
it means to be a citizen, they share the idea of operating with two or more 
identities and, by extension, of operating in transnational social fields. 
This transnationalism does not obviate the process of incorporation. 


Conclusion 


In a provocative and thoughtful essay, sociologist Adrian Favell recog- 
nizes the often empty call for cross-national comparativism in migration 
studies. He describes American international conferences that are not 
well attended by European scholars “who are too busy in their local 
struggles and commitments to take time out for a sabbatical year in 
the United States, and often do not publish much in English” as well as 
American scholars who “pop over to Europe during the summer recess 
or an occasional international conference who might try to build in a 
comparative agenda, but rarely stick around long enough to develop a 
plausible local knowledge.” Favell also points to the realization among 
U.S. immigration scholars that transatlantic comparative work “is going 
to necessitate thoroughly rethinking the theoretical assumptions and 
data reflexes on which the American canon is based.” Favell suggests 
that this realization has often deterred real and meaningful comparisons. 

While Favell may be correct in broad disciplinary terms, it is safe to 
say that anthropologists who have been studying migration for some time 
have consistently operated within a comparative framework, particularly 
when their work has straddled more than one field site or when it has 
followed migrants from their home communities to their destination.™ 
The comparative approach of these anthropologists, particularly those 
interested in theorizing the process of migration, is not like that devel- 
oped by those working with the Human Relations Area Files. Nor is it 
like the controlled comparison method of British structural functionalists 
who made assumptions about bounded social communities, assumptions 
that no longer hold in a globalized world and that are impractical in 
the study of a process, migration, that is by its very nature unbounded. 
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Rather, it is a case study approach that can draw on both qualitative and 
quantitative methodologies and that is attentive to both scale and context. 

In his book on the comparative imagination, historian George Freder- 
ickson suggests that comparison calls into question two risky assumptions, 
that of absolute uniqueness and that of uniform regularity.” These two 
assumptions have characterized the poles of anthropological thought 
over the course of its first century, from the evolutionary paradigm to 
the postmodern paradigm. The comparative consciousness that Nader 
proposed a little more than a decade ago is precisely what the anthro- 
pological discipline requires and it is precisely what migration scholars, 
who must be both interdisciplinary and comparative in their approach, 
need to implement in order to avoid making any single migration 
context or migration stream exceptional. Without this consciousness, 
differences are made more unique than they should be and similarities 
can be overstated. Further, without it we are condemned to reinvention 
and to claims of newness about characteristics that in fact often have 
appeared elsewhere or at another time. In my early research on postwar 
Portuguese immigration to France, I identified an ideology of return that 
has many parallels to the transnational practices and transnational social 
fields that have been described in scholarship beginning in the 1990s; 
and more recently anthropologist Nancy Foner has rightly and pointedly 
asked “what is new about transnationalism?”” Today there is a good deal 
of discussion about emigrant remittances that bolster the economy of 
Mexico, but similar remittances were bolstering the economy of Portugal 
in the 1960s and 1970s. Such behaviors are part of migration as a pro- 
cess no matter when or where it occurs. Finally, and as Nancy Foner has 
emphasized, “a comparative analysis can deepen our understanding of 
migration by raising new questions and research problems and help to 
evaluate, and in some cases modify, theoretical perspectives and formulate 
explanations that could not be made on the basis of one case—or one 
time period—alone.”” By framing one case against another, we learn 
more about each and we refine our theories in the process—this is the 
ultimate importance of the comparative consciousness in the study of 
migration, in anthropology, and undoubtedly in scholarship in general. 
If there is something exceptional, we find it rather than assume it. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


A Meditation on Comparison in 
Historical Scholarship 


Linda Gordon 


L 


ike many well-trained and experienced historians, I’ve been afraid 

to try comparative scholarship. This fear kept me minding the 

boundaries of my field—the United States—despite having already 
crossed them once, with a PhD in Russian history. From exploring the 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century borderlands at the intersection of 
the Polish Empire, the Ottoman Empire, and the nascent Muscovite 
state, I transformed myself into an obedient Americanist of the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Always a good student, I did not 
color outside the lines. 

The anxiety about coloring outside the lines came not only from exter- 
nal expectations but also from my own research experience. It required 
a tremendous amount of work to begin to understand the complications 
of nation-building in the southeastern European borderlands. My dis- 
sertation and the book it became rested, I knew, on a very thin grasp of 
Ottoman and Polish-Lithuanian political cultures.’ On this frontier just 
north of the Black Sea, adventurers, pirates, and runaway serfs mingled 
in an essentially stateless territory. Despite religious differences, they lived 
jointly in a borderland dominated by private armies, often mere gangs, 
united by a masculinist warrior consciousness. Oddly enough, their very 
detachment from established state powers allowed me to write a decent 
book despite areas of ignorance, but it left me well aware of the limits 
of my knowledge. 

You might think that becoming a “women’s historian” could have 
encouraged defiance of national boundaries. In contrast to a common 
misconception, the pioneers of this second wave of women’s history? 
were from their start exploring the diversity of women’s experiences. 
Far from generalizing about “woman,” far from postulating a universal 
sisterhood, already in the 1970s Gerda Lerner was writing about black 
women, Mari Jo Buhle about socialist women, Tom Dublin about factory 
women, Alice Kessler-Harris about women in the labor movement, and 
I was denouncing Margaret Sanger for the whiteness and professional- 
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ism of her later campaigns. Others like Nell Painter, William Chafe, and 
Jane DeHart came to women’s history from the study of “difference” 
in America. The difference slogan masked constant implicit compari- 
son—black with white, middle class with working class, employed with 
stay-at-home women. 

The diversity they documented does not usually count as comparative 
in the history profession, however. Despite Marc Bloch’s insistence of sixty 
years ago that all sorts of units could be compared,’ if you say “compara- 
tive” to historians today, most of us think of two or more nations. It was 
in the nineteenth century, the acme of nation-states, that professional 
historians dislodged amateurs. The older empires were falling behind 
(the Russian, the Ottoman [“the sick man of Europe”], the Spanish, 
the Chinese), while the thriving newer empires of Britain, Germany, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, and so on were understood not as imperial 
entities but as emanations of nations—that is, nations with colonies—the 
different syntax implying importantly different conceptualizations. In fact, 
not only did almost all historians focus within national boundaries, but 
most of them gave little attention to the colonies. The classic modern 
European history textbook from which I was taught in college barely 
mentioned colonies;* only the Marxist historians did. At the University 
of Wisconsin when I taught there (1984-99), as at most large universi- 
ties, there were, for example, several historians of France, of Germany, 
and of Britain, two of Russia, one covering Spain, another Italy, another 
Turkey. The number per country expressed the scholarly estimation of 
the power and status of that country. Where more than one historian 
shared a single country, they covered different centuries. There were 
exceptions, but this was the dominant pattern. And the European histo- 
rians’ model was normative among the rare birds who thought and wrote 
comparatively. 

Comparative work has not only reflected but also continually con- 
firmed the inevitability of nations and their teleological placement as 
characteristics of advanced states and political development in general. 
As Robert Gregg put it, comparative work often adds “extra layers of 
cement” to the nation-state assumptions, “fixing people in columns of 
transhistorical meaning.” Using nations as the comparative unit also 
discourages comparative studies because nations are usually large. They 
“prove too grand, too comprehensive for the kind of fruitful comparison 
that uses discriminating logic to make a discovery or establish a point 
not visible before,” Raymond Grew writes.® To be saturated with the facts 
of a national history carries the risk of getting so lost in the details that 
comparison of anything but minutiae becomes impossible. 

Certain historical subfields have been by necessity comparative, such as 
military and intellectual history. The former has always been cross-national, 
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as the weapons and strategies of warfare are usually directed against aliens. 
Until recently, the field of intellectual history, engendered by the Euro- 
pean disciplines of Kulturgeschichte and Geistesgeschichte, concerned itself 
with a small intelligentsia that traveled across Europe, so these historians 
studied ideas across national lines. Intellectual history thus defined lost 
status as the discipline of history became democratized, especially with the 
reinvention of social history, starting after World War II under the influ- 
ence of Marc Bloch, Fernand Braudel, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, and 
E. P. Thompson in England. In the 1970s, intellectual history was startled 
into new life by the “linguistic turn” and became somewhat absorbed into 
cultural studies and cultural history.’ Despite this broadening, most of the 
work continues to focus on single countries and even single individuals.’ 

Two other aspects of the dominance of European history as a model 
furthered fear of attempting cross-national comparison: that European 
historians had to master an extensive national historiography, and that 
they had to do so in a foreign language. The long tradition of literacy 
in these old, rich nations had produced voluminous scholarship so vast 
that one could hardly assimilate all the material on one country, let 
alone two. Yet the standards of historical scholarship require being able 
to place one’s work in conversation with earlier work, and this is a good 
standard. Meanwhile, American high schools and colleges teach foreign 
languages so poorly that most graduate students struggle to be able to 
read widely outside of English. 

Historians of the United States have yet another tradition that weighs 
against comparative work: the idea of American exceptionalism. This 
has recently been repoliticized in a conservative direction, with the 
charge that denying American uniqueness denotes a lack of patriotism. 
Anyone deeply knowledgeable about a nation or even a region within 
a nation will find their area exceptional in some ways, but nowhere was 
the claim as strong as in U.S. history. That exceptionalist claim has been 
well demolished by historians of the past few decades, but its hold on 
history teaching continues. 

Is not American exceptionalism itself an implicitly comparative claim? 
And is it not simultaneously a defense against comparison, against find- 
ing uncomfortable similarities and differences? 


II. 


Of course, numerous scholars have done comparative historical work. 
Historical sociologists and social-scientifically inclined historians use 
comparative studies widely. Among the greatest of these was Barrington 
Moore, who, starting in the 1960s, pioneered a new form of comparative 
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historical analysis, one grounded in political economy with a powerful 
moral purpose. (I think particularly of his Social Origins of Dictatorship 
and Democracy: Lord and Peasant in the Making of the Modern World, 1966.) 
Before his death in 2005, Moore’s writings encompassed not only England 
and France but also the United States, China, and Japan. Influenced 
by Herbert Marcuse and, through him, the Frankfurt School, Moore 
examined how the intersection of traditional agrarian regimes of power 
with capitalism and industrialism conditioned further political develop- 
ment. Like his political-intellectual precursors, he combined empirical 
with theoretical and political-philosophical work, notably in Injustice: The 
Social Bases of Obedience and Revolt, 1978; Privacy, 1983; and his essay in A 
Critique of Pure Tolerance, 1965.9 Thus Moore was as much a humanist as 
a social scientist. 

The school of comparative historical sociology that followed Moore, 
influenced by his student Theda Skocpol, turned to a more “scientific” 
sociology. Members of this school do rigorous comparative studies using 
social-science methods, notably hypothesis testing and taxonomizing, 
both based on precisely defined variables. They determine patterns, 
typicalities, as well as outliers. In the field of gender, the field I know 
best, one scholar measured the woman-friendliness of American states 
by counting membership in the National Organization of Women. Many 
have categorized the woman-friendliness of welfare states on the basis 
of the existence of programs such as child allowance and affirmative ac- 
tion, as well as the proportion of women in governmental positions. Or 
they trace patterns of longitudinal development by looking at the dates 
and the order in which such programs were instituted, or by identifying 
functional similarities despite structural differences; that is, how differ- 
ent social systems meet similar human “needs.” These scholars usually 
identify history as a social science, or social science as an appropriate 
aspiration of historians, who should attempt to make their studies maxi- 
mally scientific. And science requires intersubjective repeatability, as a 
means of determining objectivity. Social-science historians are perfectly 
aware that controlled experimental testing of hypotheses is never possible 
in studying human beings, but nevertheless they try to move as close to 
scientific validity as possible. 

Many historians, however, including myself, have pointed out the 
limits of that approach." We don’t deny the usefulness of comparative 
conclusions based on rigorous definitions of variables, so as to achieve 
comparisons between like and like, or comparisons that reveal unlikeness 
or difference. But most historians consider themselves practitioners of 
the humanities. We see historical scholarship as inevitably an interpretive 
discipline. A few critical questions regarding the development of welfare 
states, to continue that example, may illustrate the historical critique 
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of social-scientific comparison. For example, the “variables” that influ- 
ence any historical development can be infinite—by reducing them to 
a practicable number, are not many influences eliminated? And is it not 
extremely difficult to define the variables precisely? How is one to measure 
and define American “individualism” precisely enough to compute its 
strength vis-a-vis, say, that of France? How would we measure the impact 
of the American Horatio Alger myth? To make comparisons rigorous in 
the social scientific sense, one must either define variables narrowly or 
define questions narrowly. 

Another problem: historical studies of welfare states have typically 
compared programs established in, say, 1870, to those of 1890 to those 
of 1920, and so on. But these individual snapshots, frozen moments in 
time, tend to ignore the processes between particular dates, while process 
may be of the essence of historical understanding. Comparisons of 
welfare outcomes—for example, who receives old-age pensions, from 
which sources, with what eligibility criteria—may ignore the vital cultural 
aspects of welfare, that is, how people understand who has economic 
responsibility for whom and on what moral bases. Humanistic historians 
will want to include evidence that is not quantifiable, not reducible to 
discrete variables that could then be compared to another set of similarly 
derived variables. Furthermore, historians are of necessity conscious of 
the fragmentary nature of our evidence. If we use diaries, we are aware 
of how indeterminate is the number of diaries that have not survived, not 
to mention the people that did not keep diaries. If we use oral history, 
we understand the fluidity of memory. If we use court documents, we can 
only imagine how many similar cases never got to court. To humanistic 
historians, this social-science type of comparison may appear to create 
a false precision. 

Perhaps the most fundamental problem with the variables used in 
social-scientific comparative work is the assumption that words and 
concepts mean the same things across cultures and languages. Concepts 
such as nation, government, the people, security, freedom, family, rights, 
the church, and the like cannot be neatly translated word for word. A 
social-scientific comparison requires matching descriptions or definitions 
of what is being compared. But historians must work with concepts that 
don’t match: what Europeans called a colony did not match American 
definitions of colony—yet comparing U.S. and European colonialism has 
been most productive. Forcing identical definitions on multivalent and 
historically changing political, social, cultural, legal concepts in order to 
create scientific findings may factor out important parts of the meanings 
of historical relationships. As German historian Erich Angermann put it: 
“Can we at all apprehend other people’s patterns of thought and feeling 
without having shared their educational experiences, including nursery 
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rhymes, fairy tales, tall tales, myths, superstitions, plays, entertainments, 
outdoor life, and God know what? Does it make a difference, for instance, 
whether one grew up with Alice in Wonderland or Struwwelpeter”? One can 
multiply these questions infinitely. What assumptions do residents draw 
from the distribution of powers among local and statewide authorities? 
From the laws governing markets? From the degree of religious homo- 
geneity? Ethnic homogeneity? If assumptions regarding the dissolubility 
of national unity changed over time, as they did in the United States 
between the Declaration of Independence and the 1880s, what were the 
crises, events, and processes that changed them, and what marks did they 
leave? 


IMI. 


Is it possible to conceive of an analytic project that is not implicitly 
comparative? Comparing, taxonomizing, distinguishing—these intel- 
lectual operations are, after all, the fundamentals of thought. Children 
learn language through such mental operations: they recognize that a 
table is different from a chair, that tables may have different features but 
nevertheless bear enough similarity that they are called tables. A historian 
understands a republic because she also knows the characteristics of a 
monarchy. Scholarly attitude toward comparison, therefore, depends on 
the size and degree of differentness. The more different, the more the 
comparative operation appears to have the “apples and oranges” problem 
and to be therefore illegitimate. But all comparison takes on some part 
of the apples and oranges problem, because if there were no differences, 
we would soon declare the several objects identical. 

So all comparison is partial. It is from this perspective that I would like 
to respond to historians’ hesitance about comparative study. I want to 
defend the validity of a humanistic as well as a social-scientific method 
of comparison. To do so means defending inexact comparison, admitting 
the fuzziness and variability in the key concepts employed. Comparisons 
do not have to be equations to be of value; they do not require compar- 
ing commensurate objects. It could be fruitful, for example, to compare 
slave revolts in the United States and South Africa, although South Afri- 
can blacks were not slaves in our understanding of the word. Logicians 
speak of cluster concepts, in which similar but not identical phenomena 
each share some but not all of the attributes of an ideal type. We can 
acknowledge that “welfare state” and “colonialism” are such ideal types, 
while no actual welfare or colonial state exhibits all the attributes. In this 
type of comparison, the concept may even be metaphorical, a figure of 
speech intended to call to mind a similar feel and culture. 
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I also want to defend unequal comparison, a kind that does not require 
equal knowledge of both sides of the comparison. To compare American 
racial segregation to South African apartheid does not require equal 
knowledge of both countries, although it does require some knowledge 
of both, enough to delineate the boundaries of similarity and the general 
nature of the distinctiveness on the other side of that boundary. Teach- 
ing about apartheid, however superficially, illuminates for students new 
aspects of race segregation and domination in the United States. If the 
comparison illuminates one side more than the other, that is still a net 
vam D 

Neither does a comparison need to be sustained. Sociologist Robert 
Merton coined the term “strategic research site” to identify case studies 
that can be made to carry larger implications and reveal broader patterns. 
Historians sometimes use strategic research moments, events that are 
both places and times. But a useful comparison can also be momentary, a 
simile or metaphor subsidiary to a main argument. I frequently mention 
to students something that gay rights and birth control issues share, a 
commitment to separating sex from reproduction; that point is usually 
quite ancillary to my main theme, but it still seems worth pointing out. 

Often the major value of comparison is to raise questions, questions 
that might never be thought of without the analogy. I should like there- 
fore to praise small comparisons: thin comparisons, limited comparisons, 
even comparisons as minor “asides” within a sustained argument. 


IV. 


Let me illustrate the usefulness of comparison with two examples from 
my research. Their relations to comparison are quite different, forming 
a comparison of two uses of comparison in history writing. The first is 
an American story, the interpretation of which was influenced by ques- 
tions resulting from my reading about Asia and Africa. The second is 
comparative on its face, an essay in which comparison is the topic. 

My analysis in The Great Arizona Orphan Abduction derived in part from 
European historiography. That influence entered through a photograph 
taken in the early twentieth century that I found in a Clifton, Arizona, 
attic." It showed a group of Anglo men seated on the balcony of the 
Morenci Club—a club that I knew permitted only Anglos to enter as 
members or guests—looking down on Mexican workers on an unpaved 
plaza below, in the Arizona mining town of Morenci.” The managers 
were relaxed, in shirtsleeves, drinking and smoking; the workers were 
scurrying, tiny because the photo was taken from the balcony. It looked 
somehow familiar when I found it, though I had never seen it before. 
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Somehow it reminded me of India, of images I had seen in films or 
imagined from novels of British managers or company men drinking 
gin and tonic. (Now I would call it a Dorothea Lange-like image, where 
the spatial relations in the photo replicate the power relations being 
produced."*) It smelled of colonialism.” It led me to consider the rela- 
tion between Anglos and Mexicans in Arizona at the time as a kind of 
colonialism, an internal colonialism, not in the sense that it replicated 
British India, but merely in the sense that the Arizona place and time 
had colonial aspects. The comparison began as a sensory metaphor—an 
echo, an image, a glance. My sense of the comparative, to repeat, is often 
not fully analogical but metaphorical, meant only to suggest. 

The reader may notice that the “Mexicans” I refer to consist of both 
Mexican Americans and citizens of Mexico. I conflate them for two rea- 
sons: because this is the way Arizonans of the time spoke and thought, 
and because at the time these people were a transnational group. The 
border was not marked at this time; men and women crossed freely, as 
did individual identities. So, too, in examining European colonialism and 
its subjects, my reference points were not nations but governmentalities, 
strategies of domination and accommodation, methods of economic 
exploitation, shifts in racial and ethnic categories, structures of enforce- 
ment. Thus I was not comparing nation to nation here, contrary to the 
complaint that comparative history reifies nation-states. 

Studying the methods of European imperialism elsewhere allowed new 
features of the Clifton/Morenci situation to appear. As in South Africa 
and Zimbabwe, the Arizona miners were “natives” of Mexican territory, 
whether from regions that had been seized by the United States in the 
1848-54 period or regions that remained in the Mexican nation. Since 
most of them came to the Clifton/Morenci mine as single men and as 
sojourners, workers doing targeted labor—intending to stay long enough 
to earn funds for specific projects back home—usually left families behind. 
The African cases reminded me to look for gendered consequences of 
this separation, such as prostitution and other money-earning opportu- 
nities for women who provided cooking, sewing, laundry, nursing, and 
the like. Luise White’s work on Kenya in particular showed that these 
domestic services were not always understood as separate from the sexual 
services: both were “wifely.”'* Moreover, among African and Mexican 
migrant workers, separation from family did not mean alienation from 
family, as amazingly large proportions of U.S. earnings were sent or taken 
back home to support family members and to improve home property: 
to put a tin roof on an adobe house, to buy a sewing machine for a wife 
(which enabled her to earn), to invest in more land or a small store. 

The African comparison led me to ask how the male laborers were re- 
ceived when they returned home: they became returning heroes, bearing 
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gifts and money and thereby supporting a masculine pride that had been 
undercut by subordination to mine bosses. But they also encountered 
family members resentful of the men’s absence and the added burdens 
carried by those left behind. To wives, they were sometimes outsiders 
disrupting the rhythms of woman-headed households, while the husbands 
encountered women accustomed to greater independence. The miners 
came needing rest and pleasure; the women and children received them 
with demands.” The separation of men from children weakened those ties, 
while women’s ties with other women and with children strengthened. 

In early European settler colonies, where white men came as mana- 
gerial, policing, and commercial operators, many of them took native 
women in concubinage, positions often advantageous for the women.” 
Similarly in Arizona. These practices were accompanied by an American 
version of Orientalism, exoticizing and sexualizing mexicanas in contrast to 
white women. In the late nineteenth century, many of these relationships 
had resulted in marriages, and in many locations these “intermarriages” 
were socially as well as legally legitimate. White men in other parts of the 
southwestern United States often used these marriages to accumulate 
property from their wives’ inheritance or dowry, and the wives were 
typically accepted in elite society.” In Arizona as in African and Indian 
settler colonies, when white women started to arrive in critical numbers, 
they conducted sometimes vehement and usually successful campaigns 
against “intermarriage.” As missionaries, teachers, and wives, they built 
a new standard of morality that made love between “races” ipso facto 
immoral. Their campaign against concubinage was less successful, but it 
often had negative consequences for the women involved, eroding their 
respectability, debasing their reputations, forcing them into hiding, and 
degrading their living conditions—which constituted, of course, their 
wages, as they were often “paid” by being “kept.”” 

The Anglo women’s hostility to intermarriage stigmatized, of course, 
mixed-race children. It also required (re) defining and sharpening racial 
formations. Anglo women in the southwestern United States contributed 
considerably to new racial categories and boundaries, an influence paral- 
lel to that of European colonial women. Out of a complex mixture of 
peoples and labels—Indians, mestizos, Spaniards, Cornishmen, Italians, 
Chinese—Anglos created a binary: white and nonwhite. The result was 
a segregation and a disempowerment as thorough as that in Mississippi: 
Mexican were disfranchised, clubs and restaurants put up “No Mexicans” 
signs, schools and neighborhoods were segregated. In this respect, con- 
ditions were markedly different from those in European colonies, and 
the difference reveals the variation in racial structures within the United 
States. In European colonies, voting rights had rarely been granted to 
natives, so disfranchisement was unnecessary. More importantly, Anglos 
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regarded Mexicans as aliens, even if they had lived in the Southwest 
when it was a part of Mexico and had been legal U.S. citizens since the 
mid-nineteenth century. Soon, in the dominant usage, “American” came 
to mean “white.” This process was less common in European colonies, 
although it resembled some aspects of British- and then Boer-controlled 
South Africa. 

Wherever men were drawn into labor in places remote from families, 
prostitution was particularly extensive, and as intermarriage and concu- 
binage declined, prostitution expanded. This intensified the discourse 
that distinguished respectable Mexican women from immoral ones. In 
Clifton/Morenci as in colonial Africa, women performed many services 
for wifeless men, providing not only sex but also cleaning, cooking, 
sewing, washing, shopping, and so forth. The comparison thus requires 
interrogating the very definition of prostitution. 

White wives in Arizona hired subject women as servants, just as they 
did in European colonies, but the differences called to my attention 
unique aspects of servitude in Arizona. Whether because of the rougher 
conditions of the southwestern U.S. frontier, or the more democratic 
culture of Americans, or that Anglo women in Arizona had migrated 
from places where they did some of their own housework, there was 
less hierarchy and fewer markers of rank between mistress and maid in 
Arizona: no uniforms, no coming in the back door. Live-in domestics 
were rare. Still, the availability of inexpensive household servants gave 
white wives a vested interest in maintaining these colonial subjects as a 
low-wage labor force. Dependence on servants stood in contradiction to 
white women’s claims that they aimed to uplift native women. Educational 
institutions for natives showed the self-interest of their sponsors, training 
native women almost exclusively for domestic service—in Arizona as in 
Puerto Rico or the Philippines. 

Colonialism everywhere produced among its subjects a romanticized 
view of precolonial societies. An invented/remembered history of an al- 
legedly precolonial society colored it sunny and harmonious, ignoring or 
de-emphasizing its inequalities, tyrannies, and brutalities. This additional 
axis of comparison, between past and present, is commonly repeated 
in political discourse, even in postcolonialism, and usually operates by 
comparing unlike phenomena: the ideal to the real, the imagined to the 
actual. It operates particularly seductively when the preferred past can 
be imaged as authentic—that is, of one’s own making—in contrast to 
a present of subordination to dominators who are nonindigenous. The 
precolonial hierarchy of domination is forgotten, as the present effects 
a continuing reconstruction of memory. That rosy memory was embed- 
ded in the homesickness, nostalgia, and depression of migrants far from 
home. Mexican American and Mexican workers alike romanticized the 
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human-scale, communitarian village life, just as African workers did. 
This tendency also engaged both national liberation movements and 
first world, anti-imperialist scholars.”* 

This view was particularly strong with respect to gender systems and 
women’s status, often proposing a precolonial era in which women were 
respected and even powerful.” Ironic as this appears to historians and 
anthropologists familiar with traditional—that is, premodern—forms of 
domination, the dream of an age of “matriarchy,” an often-used misnomer, 
is not entirely without evidence. For some scholars, the prominence of 
women as goddesses and saints signals a culture of respect for women. 
Among Mexican Americans, one might see it in the Marianismo of His- 
panic and Latino Catholicism and in the Mexican adoration of the Virgin 
of Guadalupe. More convincing evidence is the traditional division of 
resources and labor that guaranteed women monopolized control over 
many social necessities, including water, land, agricultural products, 
livestock, dwellings, children; essential skills such as weaving, sewing, and 
pottery; and cultural and ritual practices necessary for social cohesion 
and survival. Assaulted by colonial control and the commoditization of 
labor in tandem, women often lost these sources of power. But those 
same historic changes—colonialism and wage labor—also reduced the 
power of subjected men and created opportunities for women to find 
autonomy and voice in new ways. It is not surprising that, in the primary 
sources, men express vociferously a preference for the precolonial, while 
women express themselves with far more equivocation, ambivalence, and 
complexity.” My point here is far simpler: that understanding what was 
happening to Mexican women in the Arizona territory is illuminated by 
reference to colonial situations in other parts of the world. 


V. 


In the above comparison, observations from one situation raised 
questions of another, questions one might not have thought to ask oth- 
erwise. This method carries the risk that searching for similarity may 
bias a researcher toward finding it, or exaggerating it. But there are all 
sorts of interpretive errors to avoid. In a new project based explicitly 
on comparison, I begin from fairly obvious similarity and move toward 
difference, a method that carries yet other risks. 

At least one art critic has noted a resemblance between American 
Depression-era social-realist visual art and Soviet socialist-realist ar" 
Other critics have noted how the visual art of the German Third Reich 
resembled that of the Soviet Union, as did, to a lesser extent, some of 
the art of fascist Italy. Several of the latter, notably refugees from the 
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totalitarian regimes, have argued or suggested that there was a uniquely 
totalitarian art.” The addition of American official art obviously chal- 
lenges this interpretation, because no one could seriously call Franklin 
Roosevelt’s America totalitarian. No scholar has offered an explanation 
that includes the United States, and this of course illustrates the reluc- 
tance of art critics and historians to venture into an area that they believe 
requires extensive expertise about art and politics in each nation. My 
basis of knowledge is uneven: I know a great deal about American 1930s 
art, a good bit about Soviet art, and very little about art in Germany 
or Italy. But I grew un-repressibly interested in studying and trying to 
explain this convergence. It is perhaps the fool in me that rushes in, 
that I lack the knowledge to have the proper humility. Folly or not, my 
procedure is a standard historical one, first looking at the evidence to 
evaluate these hunches about similarity. 

Before turning to the common visual themes, however, certain differ- 
ences must be stipulated. The media were different and in turn reflect 
unique conditions, purposes, and meanings. The poorest country, the 
Soviet Union, primarily used posters: they were mass produced and mass 
distributed; they could be posted where many would see them; they pro- 
vided visual messages to the many millions still illiterate; and there wasn’t 
enough money for the thousands of muralists, sculptors, and painters 
hired in the United States. Posters were used for specific campaigns in 
the other countries, but fine artists were also hired to create public art 
of the highest caliber. Wealthier Germany supported sculptors more 
than other nations, and produced many massive bronze monuments to 
the might of the Third Reich. Everywhere new advances in photography 
and photographic reproduction made it possible to print photographs 
cheaply in newspapers and magazines; Life and Look were born in the 
United States, and there were similar publications elsewhere, but their 
distribution was limited in the Soviet Union. 

Another major area of difference correlates with the political structures 
of the four regimes: German, Italian, and Soviet leaders had their im- 
ages plastered everywhere—in posters, paintings, photographs, statues, 
and billboards. Not so FDR. It is true that many people, particularly the 
poor, put up Roosevelt’s image in their homes, but these were private 
decisions. Although the U.S. president is always shown in post offices and 
other federal buildings, he did not commonly appear in public, outdoor 
display. Moreover, the visage of the leaders also correlates with political 
cultures. Lenin, for example, appears in action—an arm raised forcefully 
in a public lecture or leaning in to a conversation with workers—he is 
connected to his people. Stalin, by contrast, is mostly still, posing, his 
unmoving solidity at once stolid and comforting, the unmovable father 
protector. That shift might be said to represent the move toward totali- 
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tarianism. Hitler’s preferred image—and he carefully monitored every 
one—was fierce; he almost never appeared smiling. There is nothing 
lighthearted in the German quest for revenge and domain. With his bald 
head, thick jaw, and stubbornly upturned chin, Mussolini seems (admit- 
tedly with a bit of hindsight) a junior partner, conveying an adolescently 
provocative defiance. It is FDR who stands apart from the others: he is 
usually seated (due to his disability), the only leader who is almost always 
smiling, and his cigarette in holder points upward at a cocky angle; he 
connotes nationalist confidence, but without fearsomeness. 

A third immediate difference: the militarism of German and Italian 
art. Both countries were revanchist: resenting WWI defeats, blaming them 
on disloyalty and unmanliness, determined to build up to military glory. 
Recently unified, both were eager for more land. Both were imperial 
colonizers of Africa, Italy already embroiled in war over Abyssinia. Soviet 
leaders, trying merely to defend their new union, had already exhausted 
their military capability fighting offintervention after the revolution and 
may have willed themselves into believing, until well into the 1930s, that 
they could forestall a German invasion. And in the United States, reeling 
from economic depression, isolationists held strong. 

Bracketing these major national differences, the similarities are 
striking. Since I am considering only “official” art—that is, art that is 
publicly funded and promoted—it is by definition politicized and stat- 
ist. Beyond that, I identified seven visual themes that appear in all 
four places: honoring the “common people”; heroizing them through 
enlarging, monumentalizing them as paragons of physical strength; 
creating architecture featuring block- or phallic-like masses; promoting 
mass pageantry; racialized nationalism; paradoxically, making peasants 
the ideal type that stands for the nation; and reverting to conventional, 
even Victorian, images of women. (The reader will have to take my word 
for these at this time, because the evidence—scores of images—does not 
appear with this essay.) 


The honored “common people” are mainly male. Their maleness is in 
fact much magnified; an immense masculinism prevailed in all the offi- 
cial art. The male workers are all Paul Bunyans or Stakhanovites, heavily 
muscled with strong facial features; the Soviet workers are frequently 
shown with the dust and sweat of heavy labor on their faces—they were 
often represented through photographs, and in this sense could perhaps 
be said to be more “realistic.” They are larger than life and command 
respect, even awe. Photographers frequently shot from below in order 
to maximize that awesomeness. 

The men wield heavy tools—axes, hammers, sledgehammers, drills— 
or guide heavy equipment. There are no men shown on assembly lines, 
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even though this form of production was widespread in Germany and 
the United States. Assembly lines are too feminine inasmuch as they 
reduce men to minuscule, dehumanized pieces of a vast machine, and 
in fact one does see Soviet women minding looms. Moreover, they must 
have physical strength, must in fact monopolize physical strength—none 
is left over for women, as we will see below. Heroic workers were by 
definition creating heroic structures: the large buildings, bridges, and 
metallurgy, the magnitogorsks and Boulder dams of an industrial society. 
Or they work in foundries, pictured with huge vats of molten metal or 
in front of red-hot furnaces. The heroic builder of massive constructions 
is merged with those constructions. 

This monumentality was particularly visible in architecture. At the In- 
ternational Exhibition of Arts, Crafts, and Sciences in Paris in 1937, the 
organizers placed the German and Soviet pavilions opposite each other, 
perhaps in recognition of their impending conflict, but also perhaps in 
recognition of their similarities. Both are massive vertical rectangles, 
articulated only by the high, square columns, sharp edged, lacking a 
single curve. Many New Deal American buildings look like this. The 
architectural, stone, and concrete monumentality evokes national pride, 
of course, even as it serves to diminish actual people. 

The monumentalism appeared also in another common visual trope: 
mass pageantry.” The synchronized movement of masses of people creat- 
ing large-scale shifting patterns became a beloved art form, and until the 
Chinese choreography at the 2008 Olympics opening ceremony, no one 
did it better than the Nazis. They had been fans of rigorous, in-unison 
marches well before taking power; the Sturmabteilung (SA) conducted 
in-step marches, in matching uniforms, through the streets in the 1920s. 
Nazi and fascist salutes were ideal for creating vast displays of unison, 
and instruction books taught the precise angle at which to hold the 
arm D Pageantry drew observers as well as paraders into feeling a part 
of a mighty military force.*! The perfect synchronicity of movement and 
the use of thousands of bodies to create stunning shapes in space and 
time symbolized national unity. All three European regimes established 
government/party organizations for children that featured uniforms 
(although the poorer Soviet Union sometimes had to be content with 
supplying only red neck scarves) and parades and calisthenics. Italian 
fascist youth clubs paraded with rifles. The children and youth, always 
robust and rosy cheeked, signaled to parents that these activities were 
good for the children. The displays both represented and constructed 
the willingness of the masses to cooperate, to follow, to allow themselves 
to be deployed in the service of the motherland, the fatherland, the 
construction of socialism. In Gramscian terms, one could call them 
spectacles of consent. 
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The United States, by contrast, was far less militaristic and less inter- 
ested in mass conformity. Except for occasional military parades, most 
parades were local and never in unison. Participants wore varieties of 
costumes or none at all and created “floats” representing all sorts of 
groups; here civil society continued to flourish. Choreographed and 
architected pageantry appeared, of course, in dozens of Busby Berkeley 
movies, and their message was quite different, frequently called “escap- 
ism” by the critics. Escape from economic worry, true, but other critics 
have pointed out that the synchronized performances also symbolized 
and promoted acceptance of Taylorist, mass-production organizational 
forms. 

The monumentality and unison movement represented national unity. 
The unity becomes identity in representations of people, through their 
lack of individuation: faces and bodies all look alike (except, of course, 
in photography). The alikeness is, moreover, a racial identity. These 
heroic common people were mostly blond and almost always tall, broad 
shouldered, pink cheeked, and blue eyed. This “white” race is the national 
identity. It is not the Nazis alone who believed in an Aryan purity; in New 
Deal America, murals depicting people of color are rare.” There are 
no black or Japanese farmers; the millions of black sharecroppers and 
Mexican migrant farmworkers—who were producing most of America’s 
fruit and vegetables by this ttme—are erased. The Soviet Union is a bit of 
an exception. Trying to win the loyalty of its many non-Russian national 
groups, from Siberian trappers to Kazakh and Tatar herders to Ukrainian 
peasants, Soviet official art featured these faces in some posters. People 
of color, notably Jews and gypsies, appeared only as vile in Nazi imagery, 
of course, as did Ethiopians in fascist imagery. 

Despite the emphasis on industrial construction, in all four countries 
the quintessential national figure in art for mass distribution was paradoxi- 
cally rural, not proletarian; a man of the earth, not of concrete. In the 
United States, agrarian images overwhelmingly dominated (in contrast 
to the work of non-official Left artists, who often depicted class struggle 
and racist terror in the South). This is a case of overdetermination, 
arising from intersecting factors at several levels of analysis. The U.S. 
electoral system overrepresents rural and small-town dwellers, so that the 
Roosevelt administration mustered political support for its arts programs 
by catering to those nonurban tastes and locations. For example, mural 
painting filled the walls of small-town post offices—the only organs of 
the federal government encountered by most of its citizens. American 
cultural nationalism rested on nostalgia for rural life, with its alleged 
nuclear family self-reliance. And there was the influence of the Farm 
Security Administration (FSA) photography project and its assignment 
to document rural life, as well as the fact that it was ultimately situated 
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in the Department of Agriculture, the largest federal agency, thus tying 
the conjunctural, contingent origin of that project to the overall politi- 
cal structure of the nation. The artists, meanwhile, were influenced by 
the earlier “regionalist” painters and the even greater influence of the 
Mexican muralists, especially Rivera, whose subjects were mainly rural. 

In Germany, Italy, and the United States, rural people always repre- 
sented a beloved past. They are above all family farmers, expressing 
a nostalgia for a dying form and/or providing a compensation to the 
population for their actual lives. But not in the Soviet Union, where 
the future was always the underlying motivator. There, modern farmers, 
pictured surrounded by bountiful produce, appeal to other peasants to 
join the collective farms. Collectivization means bigger harvests through 
mechanization, and in Soviet posters the lovable cow—its bovine equa- 
nimity both reassuring and symbolizing the dull, unchanging, stupid old 
peasant life—appears next to a tractor. Tractors are in fact the single 
most common element in all Soviet rural imagery of the 1930s. But un- 
like the tractors that appear from time to time in the FSA photography 
of Dorothea Lange and others, Soviet tractors are nearly always driven 
by women. These women are not the old peasant babas in the early 
campaigns against superstition and ignorance, but new women: young, 
assertive, confident, and strong. 

Strong, even leader-like, peasant women were part of a profoundly 
gendered imagery that symbolized the Bolshevik party and the essence 
of the Soviet Union: the hammer and sickle. That image represents 
industry and agriculture, workers and peasants united, the alliance (or 
rhetorical alliance) crafted by Lenin. Millions of Soviet citizens saw a 
logo in its explicitly gendered form of one of the country’s most famous 
works of art and its most famous sculpture, Vera Mukhina’s image of a 
man holding aloft a hammer and a woman holding a sickle. The male 
worker partners with the female peasant. Originally made to rest on 
the Soviet pavilion in the Paris exhibition of 1937, the sculpture was 
recast repeatedly and its photograph published widely. The emblematic 
nature of this sculpture is underscored by the fact that she pronounced 
it analogous to the American Statue of Liberty.” There may have been 
some political basis for this gendered representation: among the prole- 
tariat, men certainly commanded the best jobs with the fewest domestic 
responsibilities; among the peasantry, women may have looked more 
favorably upon the cooperative possibilities inherent in collectivization. 


The greater strength of women in the Soviet Union is another case of 
overdetermination: first, stuck with a backward, barely industrialized 
economy, the Soviet communists needed all possible hands to create the 
material basis for socialism; second, following Marx, they saw women’s 
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confinement to the home as one of the conservative values they had to 
overcome and as feeding the conservative opposition; and third, they 
began to see a German invasion as inevitable and therefore needed to 
create industries capable of supplying a massive defensive armed force. 
Although the Stalinist regime conducted a radical repression of previ- 
ous gains in women’s and sexual rights, the posters underline another 
aspect of the Soviet gender system: the need for female labor created a 
considerable revision of the Victorian system by normalizing and even 
naturalizing women’s participation in wage labor. The physical robustness 
and strength of women in Soviet imagery broke from Victorian images 
of delicacy, and indeed this very thickness of Soviet women was much 
parodied and disdained in the American anticommunist press. 

One of the biggest surprises in this comparison: all except the Ameri- 
cans honored women’s physical strength in athletics. Soviet, German, and 
Italian art honored women track and field competitors in posters, stamps, 
and photographs. The relative scarcity of images of female athletes in 
the United States has been unnoticed in the historical scholarship both 
on images of women and on women’s athletics. A question that merits 
further—comparative—study. 

The 1930s robust women were a throwback in some ways to pre-Vic- 
torian imagery. They were not, however, allowed to break with Victorian 
gender rules in other ways. True, they were neither sylphlike nor fragile; 
like men, they had a solidity that connoted and symbolized strength. But 
for Nazis, fascists, and Americans, women were usually pictured with ba- 
bies or children, and frequently in Christian imagery of self-sacrifice and 
purity. They are maternal even when they are not shown with children. 
Sexualized women were, it seems, degenerate. Women’s primary duty 
and fundamental purpose in life was domestic. In the United States the 
rural ideal remained the family farm—no matter that these were virtually 
outmoded economic structures, failing by the hundreds of thousands, 
forced out by the huge corporate plantations of the West that were pow- 
ered not by “farmers” but by wage workers. Ironically, however, the family 
farm model in the depression both reflected and helped reproduce a 
family wage model in which men produced and women reproduced, a 
model substantially inaccurate about the typical division of labor on fam- 
ily farms. In much imagery, particularly the growing number of murals 
in public buildings, farm women remained passive—the givers of food, 
not the growers of food. American representations of women are inac- 
tive, stolid, even passive. 

In the more war-ready European countries, however, the characteris- 
tic maternal image is stubborn, even fierce. She is Mother Courage. In 
the Soviet Union, she occasionally possessed startling levels of strength, 
imagery that might be considered unfeminine. The sturdiness is a class 
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marker, reminding the viewer that these are not aristocrats, not pam- 
pered women. The Russian women work the hardest, the Bolsheviks 
having denounced the notion that women should stay home. But even 
in the Soviet Union, hardworking women were most commonly figured 
on farms, where women’s labor did not threaten the gender system, 
because their rural labor is naturalized as an organic aspect of a nurtur- 
ing conceived as biological. They are typically assigned by the system to 
caring for animals and growing subsistence crops, thereby understood 
as reproducing rather than producing. 

In all representations of women, the United States is the most conser- 
vative. Outside of the photography of Dorothea Lange, the American 
women represented are placid, immobile, and engaged in reproduction, 
rarely production. These restrictions shifted radically during wartime, 
and no one familiar with gender analysis would be surprised that war- 
time imagery, intended to mobilize a new labor force, would bear cross- 
national, cross-ideological similarities. Heroic images of women multiplied 
once the war started and women’s services were needed. These were 
strongest in the United States and the Soviet Union. Rosie the Riveter 
photographs have become an American cliché. The Soviet Union and 
the United States occasionally honored female paratroopers and pilots. 
But everywhere, mobilizing women for defense industry work made it 
necessary to reassure the public of their continuing femininity—again 
a trope strongest in the United States, where the female defense plant 
workers are always perfected coifed and made up, with flowered scarves 
tying back their hair. 

One aspect of Nazi gendered imagery stands out as unique: its devotion 
to heavily muscled male nudes. Much has been said about homoerotic 
themes among the Nazis, but here I am concerned with the superficial 
lack of prudery, quite possibly an influence remaining from Weimar. 
Italian fascists indulged, as well, always in the guise of the classical tradi- 
tion; they used classical male nudes in paintings and posters and literally 
copied classical sculpture. Any such exposure of the body was entirely 
forbidden in official art in the Soviet Union and the United States. 

This comparison yields myriad questions. Even in the case of those 
questions for which I have hypothesized an answer—for example, why 
women are stronger in Soviet propaganda, why American mass pageantry 
was confined to the movies—more research could prove me wrong. To 
other questions I can’t even begin to suggest an answer—why the Euro- 
peans honored female athletes most, why Hitler never smiles, why women 
don’t drive tractors in Germany or the United States. But my point has 
been much less ambitious: I spent ten years with American 1930s official 
visual art, but I hadn’t thought to ask these questions until I compared 
it to that of other places. 


A MEDITATION ON COMPARISON IN HISTORICAL SCHOLARSHIP 333 


VI. 


Ihave argued here for the encouragement of what we might call “light” 
comparison: comparison unbalanced, unequal, partial, even reduced to 
“asides” or parenthetical comments. Some might call this a move away 
from scholarly rigor, but I don’t agree. Once it would have been possible 
for Americans or Europeans to “master” the history of India by reading, 
say, twenty-five books. Now it might require a lifetime to know the his- 
tory of one Indian state. If we are to adapt to those new circumstances 
without losing our openness to questions that we may not see without 
“outside” input, we have to do comparative work. 

All comparison has a politics.*! Although comparison may reveal new 
questions, you cannot begin, let alone structure, a comparison without 
questions already guiding the way. The scholar’s choice of working defini- 
tion, anecdote, or fact deployed as evidence always has a purpose. Like 
all history writing, comparison can be misleading and prejudiced. The 
remedy is not to avoid comparison but to remember a useful scholarly 
rule: just as in criticizing, one is obligated to make the strongest possible 
case for that which is criticized, and in praising, one must never minimize 
the defects of that which is praised, so in comparing, one must never 
minimize difference, or fail to point it out. In other words, comparison 
operates with standard scholarly rules; it need not be reserved for poly- 
maths. 
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